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Introduction 


On April 7, 1805, Captain Meriwether 
Lewis dipped his pen in ink and made 
an entry in a red leather-bound note¬ 
book. Since the previous May, he and the men 
under his command had traveled 1,600 miles 
by boat up the Missouri River. They were 
known as the Corps of Discovery. They had 
spent the winter of 1804-05 in a little wooden 
fort that they constructed at a site near pres¬ 
ent-day Bismarck, North Dakota. The ice on 
the river had finally melted, and they were 
preparing to resume their journey. As Lewis 
surveyed the six small canoes and two larger 
boats called pirogues that would carry his 
party westward to the farthest reaches of the 
Missouri River, he voiced a deep sense of 
satisfaction. “This little fleet,” Lewis wrote in 
his journal that day, “altho’ not quite so ris- 
pectable as those of Columbus or Capt. Cook, 
were still viewed by us with as much pleasure 
as those deservedly famed adventurers ever 
beheld theirs....” 

Two hundred years later, Lewis and Clark’s 
“little fleet” is itself “deservedly famed” in the 
annals of exploration and discovery. Larry 
McMurtry, a Pulitzer prize-winning novelist, 
recently described the journey of the Corps of 
Discovery as “our first really American adven¬ 
ture,” and its record in the pages of the jour¬ 
nals kept by Meriwether Lewis and his 


co-commander William Clark as “our only 
really American epic.” 

What places Lewis and Clark in the first 
rank of American explorers? They led the first 



A U.S. Army captain, Meriwether Lewis left active 
military duty to assist President Jefferson in 
secretarial tasks. His acute awareness and attention 
to detail were an asset to the president and proved 
useful again in Lewis’s journal entries and 
drawings. (Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs 
Division [LC-USZ62-io6og]) 
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exploration party ever officially sponsored by 
the government of the United States. They 
were the first white men, and very likely the 
first men ever to cross the entire North Amer¬ 
ican continent through the territory that 
would soon become the western United 
States. They were the first white men to travel 
on the Missouri River in the territory that was 
to become the state of Montana, and thus the 
first to see the Great Falls of Montana, the 
Gates of the Rockies, the Three Forks of 
the Missouri, and the river’s headwaters in the 
Rocky Mountains. They were the first white 
men to cross the Continental Divide south of 
Canada, the first white men to explore the 
length of the Yellowstone River, the first white 
men to see the Clearwater and Snake Rivers, 
and the first white men to sail down the 
Columbia River to the sea. They were the first 
white men to make direct contact with and 
learn something about the life of the 
Shoshone, the Flathead (Salish), and the Nez 
Perce Indian tribes. They discovered and were 
the first to describe for scientific purposes 122 
species of western birds and animals and 178 
plants. They left their names, and the names 
of the members of the Corps of Discovery, on 
hundreds of hills, rivers, creeks, and cities 
throughout the Great Plains and Pacific 
Northwest regions of the United States. 

But beyond the many “firsts” that can be 
listed next to their names, Lewis and Clark 
deserve their ranking among the greatest of 
American explorers because of the personal 
qualities that they displayed on their expedi¬ 
tion. They were exemplary explorers. It is 
not just that they were men of “undaunted 
courage,” as historian Stephen Ambrose 
called them, though they certainly were that. 
Their greatest virtues as explorers proved to 
be their power of observation and their rarely 
waning enthusiasm for, as Lewis put it, the 
“scenes of visionary enchantment” that they 


encountered on their long journey to the 
Pacific and back. 

Biologist Paul Cutright wrote in Lewis and 
Clark, Pioneering Naturalists that Meriwether 
Lewis possessed an ability “effortlessly and 
spontaneously” to see the “little things so 
often overlooked, even by the well-trained 
naturalist.” Historian James Ronda, in Lewis 
and Clark among the Indians, praised Lewis’s 
abilities as an ethnographer (someone who 
studies human cultures and races); Lewis, 
Ronda wrote, had “the naturalist’s ability to 
describe objects with almost photographic 
fidelity. [He] brought to ethnography the 
practiced eye of one who delighted in describ¬ 
ing and cataloguing the creatures of the natu¬ 
ral world.” Mapmaking, or cartography, is a 
craft that depends upon close observation 
and measurement: Geologist John Logan 
Allen wrote in Lewis and Clark and the Image 
of the American Northwest that William Clark 
proved himself “a cartographer of unusual 
skill” whose maps of the Missouri and Colum¬ 
bia basins were “cartographic masterpieces.” 

Lewis and Clark were also, as historian 
Donald Jackson once famously noted, the 
“writingest explorers.” Among the tons of sup¬ 
plies the explorers carried with them were, as 
listed in their inventories “6 papers of ink 
powder” and “4 metal pens brass or silver.” 
Following instructions given to Lewis by Pres¬ 
ident Thomas Jefferson, Lewis, Clark, and at 
least six other members of the expedition kept 
journals. Taken together, these journals allow 
people today to reconstruct on a day-by-day 
basis, from May 14, 1804, to September 23, 
1806, where the explorers were, how far they 
traveled, what they were doing, what they 
were eating, how their health was holding up, 
and the state of their morale. 

Lewis and Clark were the most prolific of 
the journal-keepers: Between the two of 
them they produced 200,000 words in the 



Throughout the journey, Lewis and Clark encountered many unfamiliar plants 
and animals. They carefully described their findings in their journals and 
demonstrated great talent in cartography (mapmaking) and drawing. This 
illustration is one Clark made of the sage grouse, a bird Lewis dubbed “mountain 
cock,” “heath cock,” and "cock of the plains.” (Missouri Historical Society) 
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time it took them to make the round-trip 
from St. Louis, Missouri, to the Pacific Ocean. 
When one thinks of the Lewis and Clark expe¬ 
dition, one tends to remember the great 
moments of discovery: Lewis standing atop 
Lemhi Pass on the Continental Divide, Clark 
recording his joy at his first view of the 
Pacific, both men marveling at the sight of 
thousands of buffalo spread out across the 
Great Plains landscape, and so on. To those 
images another should be added: the cap¬ 
tains sitting with their little portable wooden 
desks spread out on their laps after a long, 
hard, and often dangerous day’s travel, sitting 
by the campfire and writing, writing, writing 
in their journals. 

It is not only the quantity but the quality 
of their writing that makes the Lewis and 
Clark journals a continuing source of fascina¬ 
tion to Americans, an “American epic,” in 
Larry McMurtry’s words. Though Lewis and 
Clark had no intention of creating great litera¬ 
ture when they set down the record of the 
expedition, in McMurtry’s opinion, “by the 
force and immediacy of the expression, they 
accomplished the one essential thing that 
writers must do: they brought the reader 
along with them, up that meandering river 
and over those snowy peaks.” And, as Lewis’s 
biographer Stephen Ambrose commented 
with equal admiration, “On virtually every 
page they reveal something of their personal¬ 
ities.” The words that Lewis and Clark and 
other members of the expedition recorded 
between 1804 and 1806 lie at the heart of the 
narrative that follows. All quotations, except 
where otherwise noted, come from Lewis’s or 
Clark’s pen. 

A note on spelling: By Larry McMurtry’s 
estimate, William Clark found 22 different 
ways to spell the word Sioux in the journals. 
He probably came up with almost as many 
variations in spelling the word mosquito. 



William Clark joined the expedition when he 
received the offer directly from fellow Virginian and 
fellow officer Meriwether Lewis. (Library of Congress, 
Prints and Photographs Division [LC-USZ62-V05&48]) 

Lewis came closer to standard spelling, but as 
his rendering of the word “rispectable” [res¬ 
pectable] in the sentence that describes his 
“little fleet” suggests, he was not always suc¬ 
cessful. In the account that follows, the origi¬ 
nal spelling has been left intact in the 
quotations. Where the meaning of a word may 
be unclear, the version set down by Lewis and 
Clark will be followed by the correctly spelled 
word in brackets. The quotations from the 
journals are all taken from Gary Moulton’s 
recent and definitive edition of The Journals 
of the Lewis and Clark Expedition, published 
in 13 volumes by the University of Nebraska 
Press. 


1 

Monticello and Lemhi Pass 

August 12, 1805 


The president of the United States, 
Thomas Jefferson, was spending the 
summer of 1805 at Monticello, his 
stately hilltop home in Virginia’s Piedmont 
region. There, amid the tranquil beauties of 
his plantation’s flower and herb gardens, he 
was able to escape for a while the pressures of 
office, as well as the heat, humidity, dust, and 
disease that the summer months brought to 
the nation’s new capital in Washington, D.C. 
So Jefferson was not at the White House 
on Monday, August 12, 1805, when a long- 
expected wagonload of wooden boxes, trunks, 
and cages arrived there for him. 

The shipment included animal skins, skele¬ 
tons, antlers and horns, minerals, seeds, dried 
plants, a tin box containing insects and mice, a 
buffalo robe painted with the scene of a battle 
fought by American Indian tribes, an Indian 
bow and quiver of arrows, a live magpie, and a 
something described on the list accompany¬ 
ing the shipment as a “living burrowing squir¬ 
rel of the praries” (better known today as a 


prairie dog). This odd assortment had been 
packaged and sent to Jefferson four months 
earlier by his young friend and former aide 
Captain Meriwether Lewis of the U.S. Army. 

Lewis had dispatched the shipment from 
his temporary base at Fort Mandan on the 
upper Missouri River, near the junction of the 
Missouri and the Knife Rivers in the present- 
day state of North Dakota, a place that in the 
winter of 1804-05 had represented the west¬ 
ernmost outpost of the authority of the gov¬ 
ernment of the United States. From Fort 
Mandan, the boxes and crates had followed a 
circuitous route to their final destination at 
Jefferson’s official residence. They were car¬ 
ried by boat down the Missouri River to St. 
Louis, then down the Mississippi River to New 
Orleans, then by sea to Baltimore, and finally 
by wagon to the White House. 

President Jefferson did not have a chance 
to examine the contents of Lewis’s shipment 
for several months, but he was delighted to 
hear of their arrival. He instructed his servants 
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at the White House to make sure that the skins 
and furs were well preserved and that the 
magpie and prairie dog were looked after 
(they were still alive when he got back to 
Washington in October). He also looked for¬ 
ward to the day when he would be able to hear 
firsthand from Captain Lewis about his 
adventures, but he knew it would be many 
months, perhaps even a year, before that 
would be possible. For Meriwether Lewis and 
the small party of explorers that he led were at 
that moment somewhere deep in the Ameri¬ 
can western wilderness, traversing a blank 



Thomas Jefferson held many important political 
positions in his life, most notably that of the third 
president of the United States. But he was also an 
inventor, a naturalist, a linguist, an architect, the 
author of the Declaration of Independence, and the 
founder of the University of Virginia. Jefferson 
worked to organize the exploration of a Northwest 
Passage for 20 years before finally succeeding. 
(National Archives [NWDNS-2o8-PU-t04HH(4)]) 


place on the existing maps of the North Amer¬ 
ican continent, where non-Indian Americans 
had never before ventured. 

THAT SAME DAY, ABOUT 
1,850 MILES WEST OF 
MONTICELLO .. . 

On August 12,1805, Lewis awoke early. He was 
an impressive-looking man, more than six feet 
tall, lean and well muscled, his skin deeply 
tanned by the sun. He was camped with three 
other men by a small stream near the western 
border of the present-day state of Montana, a 
stream that he believed would lead them in a 
day or so to the headwaters of the Missouri 
River. The rest of his expedition, laden with 
supplies that they were transporting in dugout 
canoes, was following more slowly 20 or so 
miles behind Lewis and the advance party. 
Lewis and his companions were traveling 
light, on foot, with no provisions but what 
they could carry on their back. They had no 
tent and slept under the stars, wrapped in 
their blankets. But they did have an American 
flag, which flew over their small camp on a 
wooden pole that Lewis stuck in the ground 
the night before. 

At first light Captain Lewis sent George 
Drouillard, a civilian hunter, one of the most 
competent men under his command, to look 
for the trail of an Indian whom they had spot¬ 
ted the day before. Lewis hoped that this 
Indian was a Shoshone and could lead them 
to the rest of his tribe. Ever since their depar¬ 
ture from Fort Mandan in April they had 
looked forward to meeting the Shoshone, 
because they had heard it was a tribe rich in 
horses. Lewis and his party would need horses 
to carry their supplies over the Rocky Moun¬ 
tains to the headwaters of the Columbia River, 
which they believed lay just on the other side. 
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Thomas Jefferson designed this stately home for himself in 1768. Monticello stands near Charlottesville, 
Virginia, and is a popular tourist attraction for visitors to the area. (Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs 
Division [LC-USZ62-1075&6]) 


Once they were on the Columbia they could 
build new canoes and sail down to the Pacific 
Ocean, their ultimate goal. 

It was still early morning when Drouillard 
returned. The rain the night before made it 
hard to find the Indian’s trail. Still they 
decided to press on up a gentle valley that led 
them to a high wooded hillside. The stream 
they had camped along branched into smaller 
rivulets. As always, Lewis kept his eyes open 
for unfamiliar plant and animal life, whose 
distinguishing features he carefully noted in 
his journal. He noted “several large hawks” 
that flew overhead, “nearly black in color” 
(possibly red-tailed hawks, or Swaison’s 


hawks). Later he saw a large animal “of the fox 
kind” (probably a wolverine). There were also 
signs of Indian presence; the ground by the 
stream had been dug up by Shoshone search¬ 
ing for edible roots. Later in the morning 
Lewis and his party stopped to rest and break¬ 
fasted on the last of the dried deer meat that 
they were carrying in their packs; they had no 
other food with them except a small amount 
of salt pork and some flour. 

They had found an Indian path that led 
them up the valley, until it turned “abruptly to 
the West through a narrow bottom betwen the 
mountains.” The path was getting steeper, but 
they pushed on, their excitement mounting. 
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Thomas Jefferson’s Other Explorers . 

Lewis and Clark’s lasting fame, although certainly justified, has obscured the 
efforts of the other explorers who headed west in the years of Thomas Jefferson’s 
presidency. Jefferson saw the Lewis and Clark expedition as just one part of a 
multipronged and coordinated effort to learn more about the vast region of west¬ 
ern North America. When Jefferson reported in February 1806 on Lewis and 
Clark’s progress up the Missouri (based on information the two expedition lead¬ 
ers had sent back to Washington from their first winter encampment in North 
Dakota), he did so in a document entitled “Message from the President of the 
United States Communicating Discoveries Made in Exploring the Missouri, Red 
River, and Washita, by Captains Lewis and Clarke, Doctor Sibley, and Mr. Dunbar.” 

At Jefferson’s request, William Dunbar, a Mississippi planter, and George 
Hunter, a Philadelphia chemist, led an expedition up the Ouchita River through 
northern Louisiana into present-day Arkansas in fall 1804. In spring 1805 a sec¬ 
ond Jefferson expedition set off up the Red River, this one led by Thomas Free¬ 
man, a civil engineer and surveyor, and Thomas Custis, a medical student. Dr. 
John Sibley joined them en route. Their 40-man expedition pushed up the Red 
River into present-day Texas, then part of the Spanish empire in the New World. 
On July 29, Spanish troops intercepted the American explorers at a spot on the 
Red River known ever since as Spanish Bluff, about 30 miles northwest of pres¬ 
ent-day Texarkana, Texas. The Spanish commander bluntly told them that they 
had to return to where they came from or be taken into custody. 

After Lewis and Clark, the best-known explorer of Jefferson’s era was 
undoubtedly another army officer, Lt. Zebulon Montgomery Pike. Pike was born 
in Lamberton, New Jersey, in 1779, the son of an American military officer. Fol¬ 
lowing his father’s example, Zebulon joined the U.S. Army at the age of 15, and 
he served on the Ohio frontier in the 1790s. In July 1806 Pike led an expeditionary 
party west from St. Louis, up the Missouri River, then along the Arkansas River, 
and finally, on horseback, crossing the Kansas plains into Colorado. There they 
were the first Americans to encounter the Front Range of the Colorado Rockies. 
(One of those peaks has since been known as Pike’s Peak.) Like the Freeman 
expedition, Pike’s party ran into Spanish troops, who put them under arrest for 
trespassing onto Spanish lands. Pike and some of his men were released to U.S. 
authorities in Louisiana on June 30,1807. Other members of the party were later 
released. “Language cannot express the gaiety of my heart when I once beheld 
the standards of my country waved aloft,” Pike said of his return. 


“ [Tjhe road was still plain,” Lewis wrote in his 
journal soon afterward, “I therefore did not 
dispair of shortly finding a passage over the 


mountains and of taisting the waters of the 
great Columbia this evening.” Up and up they 
walked, four more miles, until finally they 
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Painted in 1988 by Robert F. Morgan, At Lemhi shows Lewis joined by three other members of the 
expedition, taking a moment's rest as they searched for the Shoshone Indians in July 1805. (Montana 
Historical Society, Helena) 


came to the spring bubbling up from the 
ground that fed the little stream (present-day 
Trail Creek) they walked alongside. This, Lewis 
believed, was “the most distant fountain of 
mighty Missouri in surch of which we have 
spent so many toilsome days and wristless 
nights.” One of his men, Hugh McNeal, stood 
with one foot planted “on each side of this lit¬ 
tle rivulet and,” Lewis noted, McNeal had 
“thanked his god that he had lived to bestride 
the mighty & heretofore deemed endless Mis¬ 
souri.” As for Lewis, his joy knew no bounds: “I 
had accomplished one of those great objects 
on which my mind has been unalterably fixed 
for many years . ..” He asked any future read¬ 
ers of his journal to “judge then of the pleas¬ 


ure I felt in allaying my thirst with this pure 
and ice cold water,” the headwaters or origin 
of the Missouri River. 

It was another half-mile to the summit. 
The pass ahead, later to be known as Lemhi 
Pass, crossed the Continental Divide. On the 
eastern side of the mountains, all waters 
flowed east or southward, eventually to end 
up in the Mississippi River and the Gulf of 
Mexico. On the western side, which they were 
approaching, all waters would eventually flow 
by one means or another to the Pacific. And 
that included the Columbia River, whose 
headwaters Lewis fully expected to find on the 
far slope. No non-Indian American had ever 
before stepped across the Continental Divide. 
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Finally they were at the top, 7,373 feet above 
sea level, with a broad vista opening up to the 
west. And there, “from the top of the divideing 
ridge,” there was no sign of the Columbia 
River and the easy water route that they had 
dreamed of finding to the Pacific. Instead, as 


Lewis wrote, “I discovered immence ranges of 
high mountains still to the West of us with 
their tops partially covered with snow.” They 
were at the farthest boundary of the United 
States. They had a long, hard way to go before 
they would see the Pacific Ocean. 


2 

Search for the 
Northwest Passage 


The New World that Christopher 
Columbus encountered in 1492 repre¬ 
sented both an opportunity and an 
obstacle to European explorers and to the sol¬ 
diers, missionaries, traders, and settlers who 
would follow in their paths. Columbus had 
been searching for an old, not a new, conti¬ 
nent. He had hoped to find a passage to the 
riches of Asia, an ocean crossing to replace the 
long, difficult land route that in past centuries 
had brought a mere trickle of trade goods 
from India and China to European markets. 
Instead, he stumbled upon the Americas— 
two continents previously unknown to Euro¬ 
peans, home to tens of millions of Native 
peoples whose civilizations would in time be 
swept aside by the conquering powers from 
across the Atlantic. There were riches in the 
Americas: gold, silver, and timber; rich fishing 
grounds off the coasts; endless lands where 
European settlers could grow cotton, rice, 
wheat, and corn; and pastures and plains 
where they could graze their sheep, cows, and 
horses. But for all the potential bounty of the 


New World, the Americas also stood in the way 
of the realization of the European quest to 
find a waterborne trade route to Asia, to India 
and China—fabled and distant lands of silks 
and spices. 

Nevertheless, the dream of what the Euro¬ 
pean explorers called the “passage to India” 
proved hard to kill. It took new form in the 
belief that, somewhere, the American conti¬ 
nents must be pierced by a water route—a 
strait, or perhaps a great inland sea that 
drained to both the Atlantic and the Pacific, or, 
failing that, a system of rivers that could be 
linked together by short portages where small 
boats could be carried across land from one 
body of navigable water to the next. For the 
next three centuries after Columbus’s landing 
in the New World, generation after generation 
of European explorers sought that elusive 
water route across the Americas. 

In the course of the 16th century, Spanish 
and Portuguese explorers were able to estab¬ 
lish that neither South nor Central America 
offered such a route. That left North America. 
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Unlike the regions to the south that had been 
claimed by Spain and Portugal, the interior 
regions of North America and its western 
coastline remained largely unexplored and 
unsettled by Europeans and their American 
descendants century after century. The entic¬ 
ing possibility of finding a “Northwest Pas¬ 
sage” through the Arctic regions of the North 
American continent or through some combi¬ 
nation of rivers, lakes, and inland seas in the 
interior of the continent, excited the imagi¬ 
nation of European explorers such as John 
Cabot, Giovanni da Verrazano, Jacques Car- 
tier, Samuel de Champlain, and Henry Hud¬ 
son in the 16th and 17th centuries. They never 
found the opening to the Pacific that they 
sought so diligently, but the discoveries they 
made in the course of their search for the 
Northwest Passage helped lay the groundwork 
for the great rival North American empires of 
Britain and France. 

THE MISSOURI: 

Key to the Northwest Passage? 

In the 17th and 18th centuries, the French 
accomplished many of the boldest and most 
successful journeys of exploration in the 
North American interior. In 1673, French- 
Canadian explorer Louis Joliet and Jesuit mis¬ 
sionary Jacques Marquette, accompanied by 
five voyageurs (boatmen skilled in wilderness 
travel), sailed from Canada down the Missis¬ 
sippi River as far south as present-day 
Arkansas. Along the way they came upon the 
mouth of a large river that emptied into the 
Mississippi, a river previously unknown to 
Europeans. This river, eventually named the 
Missouri after a local Indian tribe, proved to 
be the principal tributary of the Mississippi. 

After his return to Canada, Father Mar¬ 
quette would describe the Missouri as a river 
“of considerable size, coming from the north¬ 


west, from a great distance.” How great a dis¬ 
tance, he could not tell, but later explorers 
would establish its length some 2,464 miles 
from its headwaters to its mouth, making it 
the longest river in North America. The Mis¬ 
souri drains a river basin of more than 500,000 
square miles, and it includes among its own 
tributaries such mighty and fabled American 
rivers as the Yellowstone, the Grand, the Heart, 
the Judith, the Knife, the Milk, the Cheyenne, 
the White, the Platte, the Kansas, and the 
Osage. 

Marquette and Joliet knew nothing of 
the geography of that great western river 
drainage system. But they did believe that in 
the Missouri River they had found the key to 
the Northwest Passage. If the waters of the 
Missouri flowed eastward from some high 
point of land in the far west of the North 
American continent down to the Mississippi, 
they reasoned, then other waters must be 
flowing westward from the same height of 
land, down the rest of the way across the con¬ 
tinent to empty somewhere into the Pacific 
Ocean. 

The mountains from which the Missouri 
flowed were thus imagined long before they 
were seen by Europeans or non-Indian Amer¬ 
icans. By the 18th century some geographers 
were describing these mountains (known at 
various times as the “Shining” or the “Stony” 
and, finally, “Rocky” mountains) as represent¬ 
ing a “Continental Divide,” separating the 
continent’s principal water drainage systems 
in two. From the Rockies’ eastern slopes, it 
was understood, all waters flowed into the 
Missouri and the Mississippi River basins, and 
eventually down to the Gulf of Mexico. From 
the Rockies’ western slopes, all waters must 
drain to the Pacific. 

In 1743, some 70 years after Marquette and 
Joliet discovered the mouth of the Missouri, 
Jane Randolph Jefferson gave birth to a son, 
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This photograph shows the Missouri River, as it can be found now, in a quiet, undisturbed moment. Lewis 
and Clark hoped that the river would lead them to the Northwest Passage. (Library of Congress, Prints and 
Photographs Division [LC-USZ62-2ogi^2]) 


Thomas, on the family farm in the rural 
county of Goochland (later Albermarle 
County), in the British colony of Virginia. 
Thomas Jefferson’s father, Peter Jefferson, a 
surveyor and mapmaker, owned thousands 
of acres of good Virginia land. But his hunger 
for land was unsatisfied. Like many wealthy 
plantation owners of the era, he was also a 
land speculator who hoped to profit from 
the steady westward movement of settlers 
seeking new lands for farming. In 1749 he was 
one of the founders of the Loyal Land Com¬ 
pany, a partnership speculating in western 
lands (west, that is, of the Alleghenies, the 
chain of inland mountains that marked the 


farthest boundary of settlement for the British 
colonies). 

Peter Jefferson died in 1757 when Thomas, 
his eldest son, was 14 years old. Thomas 
inherited his father’s property and become a 
prominent figure among the wealthy elite of 
plantation owners who ruled 18 th century Vir¬ 
ginia. But before he did so, he was sent off to 
study with Reverend James Maury of Freder- 
icksville, Virginia, another Loyal Land Com¬ 
pany member, who had a strong interest in 
geography, an interest he passed on to his stu¬ 
dent. Shortly before Peter Jefferson died, the 
Reverend Maury had written a friend describ¬ 
ing a plan the Loyal Land Company was devis- 
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ing for a western venture: “Some persons were 
to be sent in search of that river Missouri... in 
order to discover whether it had any commu¬ 
nication with the Pacific Ocean. . . .” Tensions 
on the frontier, leading in a few years to the 
outbreak of the French and Indian War, made 
the plan impractical. Jefferson’s father and his 
friends and associates would never realize 
their dream of finding a Northwest Passage. 
That task would be left to the next generation. 

ANEW NATION 
IN THE NEW WORLD 

Jefferson’s own generation would see the 
world into which it was born turned upside 
down. First one empire, and then another, 
would be thrown down in North America. The 
French and Indian War of 1754-1763 saw the 
end of New France, the French empire on the 
North American continent. All lands east of 
the Mississippi River, with the exception of 
Spanish Florida, came under the rule of the 
British Crown. France lost control of Canada 
to the British, as well as the long-disputed ter¬ 
ritory it had claimed in the Ohio valley. And 
that part of New France known as Louisiana, 
which stretched northward up the Mississippi 
River from New Orleans, and westward to the 
farthest reaches of the Mississippi’s water¬ 
shed, was handed over to Spain. 

The collapse of New France meant that the 
13 British colonies stretched along the 
Atlantic seacoast no longer feared attack from 
the French and their Indian allies. Far from 
feeling grateful to Great Britain for freeing 
them from this threat, the colonists began to 
resent demands from the king and Parliament 
in faraway London that they should pay taxes 
to support the continued British military pres¬ 
ence in North America. 

What happened next is well known, as the 
colonists’ discontent led to colonial rebellion, 


British retaliation, and finally to the Revolu¬ 
tionary War of 1775-1783 that established 
national independence. Thomas Jefferson was 
at the center of these world-shaking events, as 
representative to the Continental Congress 
from Virginia, as principal author of the Dec¬ 
laration of Independence adopted by Con¬ 
gress on July 4,1776, and as wartime governor 
of Virginia. Following the war, he served the 
new American nation as congressman, U.S. 
minister to France, U.S. secretary of state in 
George Washington’s first presidential cabi¬ 
net, vice president of the United States under 
John Adams, and finally as the third president 
of the United States, elected in 1800 and 
reelected in 1804. 

THOMAS JEFFERSON’S 
SEARCH FOR AN 
EXPLORER 

Jefferson is best remembered for his politic¬ 
al achievements, but he once declared that 
the “tranquil pursuits of science’’ were his 
“supreme delight.” He sought to increase 
his own knowledge and the knowledge of his 
countrymen in fields including agriculture, 
astronomy, cartography, geography, mathe¬ 
matics, meteorology, and natural history. He 
was fascinated by American Indians, their 
customs, and their languages. He was an avid 
collector of books on scientific and other top¬ 
ics, and the collection he sold to Congress 
after leaving the White House would form the 
basis of the Library of Congress. He was also 
the principal founder of the University of 
Virginia. The only book he published in his 
lifetime, Notes on the State of Virginia, which 
appeared in 1787, included a survey of the 
state’s geography, climate, plants, animals, 
and mineral wealth. Whenever he could— 
whenever political duties permitted—he 
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devoted himself to his far-ranging scientific 
interests. 

Among the most compelling of those inter¬ 
ests was search for the Northwest Passage. It 
was not a task he could undertake himself; he 
was not a frontiersman and would, in fact, 
never venture further west than Harper’s 
Ferry, Virginia (later West Virginia). But he 
intended to do all he could to encourage oth¬ 
ers to take up the search. Late in 1783 Jeffer¬ 
son wrote to his friend and fellow Virginian, 
revolutionary war hero George Rogers Clark, 
asking if he would be interested in leading an 
expedition westward to explore the region 
“from the Mississippi to California.” Jefferson 
was worried that if the Americans did not 
undertake the exploration of the unknown 
western half of the continent, the British 
would, in order to further their ambitions of 
“colonising into that quarter,” as he put it. 
Clark, who had led American soldiers in the 
fight against the British and their Indian allies 
in the Ohio valley, found the prospect of what 
he described as “a tour to west and North west 
of the Continent” to be “Extreamly agreable,” 
but had to decline Jefferson’s offer. His service 
in the Revolutionary War had left his finances 
in disarray, and he could not take the time 
away from family responsibilities to lead a 
risky venture such as Jefferson proposed. 

Soon afterward, Jefferson sailed to France 
where he served for five years as ambassador 
to the United States’s most important Euro¬ 
pean ally. But he did not stop thinking of the 
Northwest Passage. In Paris he met John Led- 
yard, a native of Connecticut who had been a 
member of British captain James Cook’s 
famous third expedition exploring the Pacific. 
In the years between 1776 and 1780 Captain 
Cook sailed around the tip of Africa to the 
Indian Ocean, from there to the South Pacific, 
onward to the Hawaiian Islands, and then to 
the Pacific Northwest coast of North America. 


Cook died before completing the expedition, 
but Ledyard and others survived to tell the 
tale. Ledyard published a book in 1783 enti¬ 
tled A Journal of Captain Cook’s Last Voyage to 
the Pacific Ocean ... in the Years 1776, 1777, 
1778 and 1779, describing his experiences. 
Ledyard was probably the first non-Indian 
American ever to visit the Pacific Northwest, 
which made him seem an authority on the 
region. Ledyard’s speculations about the 



James Cook set an impressive precedent when he 
explored the Pacific, including the West Coast of 
North America. Jefferson met with a member of 
Cook’s expedition, John Ledyard; both men had 
hopes of Ledyard’s undertaking an expedition in 
search of the Northwest Passage. (Library of 
Congress, Prints and Photographs Division 
[LC-USZ62-too822]) 
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This 1874 steel engraving of Granville Perkins's painting Harper’s Ferry by Moonlight shows a peaceful aspect 
at the place where Lewis acquired weapons and an experimental iron boat for the long trip. (Library of 
Congress, Prints and Photographs Division [LC-USZ62-051189]) 


lucrative possibilities of establishing a Pacific 
trade route, where sea otter furs gathered in 
the Pacific Northwest could be traded in 
China for luxury goods, greatly interested Jef¬ 
ferson, and he was pleased when the explorer 


sought him out in Paris in 1785. He listened 
sympathetically while Ledyard described an 
ambitious plan to find the Northwest Passage. 

Ledyard’s plan had an interesting twist. 
Rather than making his way westward up the 
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Missouri, the trip Jefferson had encouraged 
George Rogers Clark to undertake, Ledyard 
proposed tackling the problem of finding a 
water route across the continent from an¬ 
other direction altogether. He would set out 


heading eastward from Europe, crossing Rus¬ 
sia by land, sailing across the Pacific on a 
Russian trading vessel to the West Coast of 
North America, and then, somehow, alone 
and on foot, find his way eastward across the 
Continental Divide to the Missouri River and 
eventually all the way to the Mississippi. It 
was a harebrained scheme, but Jefferson 
was sufficiently intrigued to provide some 
financial support for it and tried to secure a 
passport for the explorer from the Russian 
government. Little came of the plan. Ledyard 
set out across Russia in 1788 but was arrested 
by the Russian authorities before he was 
halfway across the country and was forced to 
return to Europe. 

Jefferson returned to America in 1789 and 
took on new duties as U.S. secretary of state. 
When he was not busy with his official duties, 
he played a prominent role in the activities of 
the privately organized American Philosophi¬ 
cal Society. Founded by Benjamin Franklin 
and based in Philadelphia, the American 
Philosophical Society sought to promote sci¬ 
entific and practical knowledge: Among other 
projects it hoped to sponsor an expedition to 
find the Northwest Passage. 

Andre Michaux, a French botanist living in 
the United States, came to the American Phi¬ 
losophical Society in 1792 with a proposal to 
lead an expedition for that purpose. Jefferson 
would probably have preferred an American 
expedition leader, but he was impressed by 
Michaux’s scientific credentials and undertook 
fund-raising for the proposed expedition 
(George Washington was among those contri¬ 
buting). He also wrote out a detailed set of in¬ 
structions for Michaux in 1793, specifying that 
“the chief objects ofyour journey are to find the 
shortest & most convenient route of communi¬ 
cation between the US & the Pacific ocean ...” 
Before Michaux could set out up the Missouri, 
he got mixed up in a shady international 
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conspiracy to reestablish French influence in 
the Louisiana Territory, which brought plans 
for the expedition to an abrupt halt. The dream 
of finding the Northwest Passage had run into 
another dead end. But before the project fell 
through, an 18-year old U.S. Army officer 
named Meriwether Lewis had written to Jeffer¬ 
son asking if he could be a member of the expe¬ 
dition. Jefferson, who knew Lewis and his 
family from Virginia, kept his name in mind for 
future service. 

THE DISCOVERY OF 
THE COLUMBIA RIVER 

In his 1793 letter of instructions to Michaux, 
Jefferson noted in passing that “the latest 
maps’’ suggested that “a river called Oregan 
interlocked with the Missouri for a consider¬ 
able distance & entered the Pacific Ocean....” 
For nearly 30 years, there had been specula¬ 
tion in America and Britain about the exis¬ 
tence of a river variously called the “Ouragon,” 
the “Oregan,” or the “Oregon,” emptying into 
the Pacific somewhere north of California, 
with its headwaters in the Rocky Mountains 
somewhere near those of the Missouri. Robert 
Rogers, the commander of Roger’s Rangers 
during the French and Indian War, had tried 
unsuccessfully after the war to interest the 
British government in sponsoring him on an 
expedition to discover this river. The existence 
of an Oregon River was pure hypothesis on the 
part of explorers and geographers because no 
white man had ever actually seen, let alone 
sailed upon it. Captain Cook’s exploration of 
the Pacific Coast had turned up no evidence of 
its existence. 

Where the explorers failed, a private busi¬ 
nessman succeeded. In the late 18th century 
an increasing number of merchant ships were 
prowling the coast of the Pacific Northwest, 
trading rum, muskets, beads, and other man¬ 


ufactured goods to the coastal Indian tribes in 
exchange for furs, especially the highly valued 
fur of the sea otters found in those waters. As 
John Ledyard had predicted, there were for¬ 
tunes to be made carrying the sea otter furs to 
Chinese ports, where they could be traded for 
spices, silks, and other luxury goods, which 
could then be sold for huge profits in London 
or Boston. In 1792 an American sea captain 
named Robert Gray, sailing out of Boston to 
the Pacific Northwest on just such a fur-trad¬ 
ing voyage, discovered the mouth of a great 
river emptying into the Pacific. The Oregon 
River really did exist, and the dream of finding 
a Northwest Passage now seemed closer than 
ever to being realized. 

Gray, however, did not call the river by the 
name Oregon. Instead he named it the 
Columbia River, after his ship the Columbia 
Redivivia. The discovery of the Columbia by 
an American gave the United States a some¬ 
what tenuous claim to the Oregon territory. 
The Stars and Stripes was the first national 
flag to fly over the Columbia estuary. But Gray 
was just a private sailor in a merchant ship, 
acting without any official connection to the 
U.S. government. Moreover, he generously 
shared information about the location of the 
Columbia’s mouth with a Royal Navy captain 
named George Vancouver who was on a mis¬ 
sion of exploration in the same region, and it 
was Vancouver who actually announced 
Gray’s discovery to the world. Vancouver sent 
one of his subordinates, Lieutenant William 
Broughton, on an exploratory journey up the 
river in a longboat. Broughton and his men 
sailed 100 miles inland, much farther than 
Gray had gone. At a point of land just past the 
site of present-day Portland, Oregon, Brough¬ 
ton stepped ashore and declared the sur¬ 
rounding lands to be the possession of the 
British Crown. Broughton also named some of 
the most prominent geographical features vis- 
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Alexander Mackenzie’s Expedition across Canada 

In 1802 Jefferson read a book entitled Voyages from Montreal. . . through the 
Continent of North America, to the Frozen and Pacific Oceans, published in Lon¬ 
don in the previous year. Its author was a Scottish-bom explorer named Alexan¬ 
der Mackenzie who was an employee of the fur-trading North West Company. 
Voyages from Montreal recorded Mackenzie’s journey by canoe and by foot 
across western Canada to the Pacific Ocean and back in 1792-93. 

With a party of nine companions Mackenzie traveled up the Peace River by 
canoe to the foot of the Rocky Mountains and then crossed the Continental 
Divide on foot. He made it sound easy—the canoe trip had taken only a 
month, and he described the pass that led him across the Rockies as “a 
beaten path leading over a low ridge of land,” a mere 3,000 feet in elevation. 
From there he and his companions made their way to the Pacific Ocean by 
river part of the way, and then by land. When he reached the ocean, he 
painted on a cliff face the words “Alexander Mackenzie, from Canada, by land, 
the twenty-second of July, one thousand seven hundred and ninety three.” 
Although he had not discovered the Northwest Passage, he had crossed the 
North American continent, the first time it had been done by a non-Indian, and 
perhaps by anyone. Mackenzie’s book outlined a plan for further exploration 
of the Pacific Northwest, emphasizing the economic importance of establish¬ 
ing British control over the newly discovered Columbia river. “By opening this 
intercourse between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans,” Mackenzie suggested, 
“and forming regular establishments throughout the interior ... as well as 
along the coasts and islands, the entire command of the fur trade of North 
America might be obtained.” Voyages from Montreal proved a wake-up call 
to Jefferson. If Americans did not act quickly to find their own Northwest 
Passage, they might well find themselves forever shut out of the Pacific 
Northwest. 


ible from the river, including two of the snow¬ 
capped volcanoes of the Cascades range, 
Mount Hood and Mount St. Helens. Thomas 
Jefferson was among those who carefully read 
George Vancouver’s 1798 book, A Voyage of 
Discovery to the North Pacific, which included 
detailed charts of the mouth of the Columbia 
River and the surrounding lands. 

With the long-standing Spanish claim to 
California, and the new if less well-established 
British claim to the Oregon territory, the entire 


Pacific coast of the North American continent 
seemed likely to end up as the permanent 
possession of European colonial powers. 
Taken together, Spanish and British control of 
much of the Pacific coast (along with Russian 
control of Alaska) might well shut U.S. traders 
out of the increasingly lucrative trade in furs 
with the coastal Indians. And it would mean 
that if there were such a thing as a Northwest 
Passage, its western terminus would be in the 
hands of a foreign power. At the end of the 
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18th century, it thus seemed unlikely that the 
infant republic of the United States, whose 
westernmost territory then came to an end on 
the eastern bank of the Mississippi River, 
would ever become the nation whose lands 
extended “from sea to shining sea.’’ 

PRESIDENT JEFFERSON 
FINDS HIS EXPLORER 

Shortly before his inauguration as third presi¬ 
dent of the United States in the late winter of 
1801, Thomas Jefferson wrote a letter to Meri¬ 
wether Lewis, the man who eight years earlier 
had volunteered to go along on the ill-fated 
American Philosophical Society expedition. 
Lewis was now 26 years old and a captain in 
the U.S. Army. “Dear Sir,” Jefferson wrote, 
“The appointment to the Presidency of the 
U.S. has rendered it necessary for me to have 
a private secretary.” He thought the young 
army officer would prove the ideal man for the 
job, even though Lewis had never been to 
Washington, D.C., or served in any adminis¬ 
trative post in the government. “Your knolege 
of the Western country, of the army and of all 
it’s interests & relations has rendered it desire- 
able for public as well as private purposes that 
you should be engaged in that office,” he 
wrote. While helping Jefferson with his official 
correspondence and other matters, Lewis 
could retain his rank as a captain in the U.S. 
Army. “Dear Sir,” Lewis wrote in reply to the 
president on March 10, “I most cordially 
acquiesce, and with pleasure accept the 
office ...” 

In March 1801 Lewis was veteran of a half- 
dozen years of uneventful military service in 
Pennsylvania and Ohio, the U.S. frontier in the 
1790s. Born on August 18, 1774, on a planta¬ 
tion called Locust Hill in Albermarle County, 
Virginia (not far from Monticello), he was the 
son of William Lewis and Lucy Meriwether 


Lewis. Like so many of their countrymen, the 
Lewis family found its fortunes dramatically 
changed by the American Revolution, which 
broke out when Meriwether was a toddler. 
Shortly after he turned five years old in 1779, 
his father, a lieutenant in the Continental 
army, died while returning to the war from a 
leave to visit his family. Meriwether Lewis did 
not grow up with any fondness for the British 
or their colonial ambitions in North America. 

Meriwether’s mother soon remarried, and 
for a few years the family lived in Georgia, on 
some of his stepfather’s lands. But the boy was 
sent back to Locust Hill for schooling at age 
13, where he wound up studying with Parson 
Matthew Maury, the son of Thomas Jefferson’s 
schoolmaster James Maury. Unlike Jefferson’s, 
Lewis’s education stopped while he was a 
teenager. After his stepfather’s death his 
mother and her other children moved back 
to the family plantation in Virginia. Lewis 
learned the skills necessary for a Virginia 
planter: riding, overseeing slaves, and keeping 
account books. His mother was noted for her 
skills in herbal medicine, and she may have 
given him an eye for plants and their uses, 
which would later prove extremely useful. 

Lewis proved to have an adventurous 
streak that could not be satisfied by the seden¬ 
tary life of a Virginia planter. In 1795 he 
enlisted in the Virginia militia and marched 
off to the frontier to help put down a back- 
woods rebellion sparked by frontiersmen who 
resented paying federal taxes (known as the 
Whiskey Rebellion). It was not much of a re¬ 
bellion, and all the excitement was over be¬ 
fore Lewis got there. But he found that he 
liked the soldier’s life, and transferred to the 
U.S. Army. The regular standing army was a 
very small outfit in the 1790s, starved by Con¬ 
gress for men and supplies, and mostly 
devoted to guarding western settlers against 
Indian attacks. 
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As it turned out, Lewis never heard a gun 
fired in anger over the next six years of frontier 
duty. In 1801 he was serving as paymaster for 
the U.S. Army’s First Infantry Regiment, 
whose headquarters were in Pittsburgh. He 
was a capable officer but may well have won¬ 
dered about his future; the military being so 
small and so inactive, there was not much 
scope for promotion. All things remaining 
equal, Lewis might well have lived his life out 
in obscurity, the command of a backwoods 
military outpost the greatest achievement of 
his life. Or, worse, he might have been 
cashiered (dishonorably discharged) from the 
army for drinking and returned to Virginia in 


disgrace because he had a growing fondness 
for alcohol that was already getting him into 
trouble with his superior officers. 

All that changed in March 1801 when the 
letter from Jefferson arrived. As Lewis wrote to 
a friend and fellow soldier a few days later, “I 
cannot withhold from you my friend the 
agreeable intelligence I received on my arrival 
at this place [Pittsburgh] by way of a very 
polite note from Thomas Jefferson, the newly 
elected President of the United States, signify¬ 
ing his wish that I should except [accept] the 
office of his private Secretary . . .” Lewis con¬ 
fessed that the unexpected offer “did not fail 
to raise me somewhat in my own estimation,” 
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coming as it did from “a man whose virtue and 
talents I have ever adored..Within the week 
Lewis was en route to Washington, arriving at 
the start of April. For the next two years he 
lived as part of Jefferson’s household in the 
official residence that was then called the 
President’s House and would later be known 
as the White House. Lewis had a room on the 
second floor in the east wing of the building; 
Jefferson lived in the west wing. When Jeffer¬ 
son went home to Monticello for summer 
vacation, Lewis accompanied him. His tasks, 
for the most part were routine; he conferred 
with Jefferson on military and political 
appointments, carried messages to Congress 
for the president, and wrote letters on official 
business. But the company could not have 
been better. 

Despite the difference in their ages (Jeffer¬ 
son was then in his 60s, Lewis in his 20s), the 
two men grew close. Lewis had lost his father 
at an early age, and Jefferson had no sons, so it 
would not be surprising if there was a trace of 
a father-son bond in their friendship. Nor 
would it be surprising if, sometime soon after 
Lewis’s arrival in Washington, their conversa¬ 
tion turned to the subject of their shared 
dream of finding the Northwest Passage, 
though there is no record of just when that 
topic first arose. 

Sometime during those two years they 
spent in each other’s company, most likely in 
summer or fall 1802, Thomas Jefferson 
decided that Meriwether Lewis was the man 
for whom he had long searched to lead an 
American expedition up the Missouri. Jeffer¬ 
son regretted that the young army officer was 
not trained as a scientist. Nonetheless, he 
could see qualities in Lewis that were proba¬ 
bly more important to the success of such a 
daring undertaking than a thorough scientific 
education, qualities that, as he later wrote, 
included “firmness of constitution & charac¬ 


ter, prudence, habits adapted to the woods, & 
a familiarity with the Indian manners and 
character . . .” Jefferson believed that Lewis 
had a remarkable gift for “accurate observa¬ 
tion” that would allow him to “readily single 
out whatever presents itself new to him” in the 
natural world, a habit of mind valuable to 
both the scientist and the explorer. 

In December 1802 Jefferson asked the 
Spanish minister (or ambassador) in Washing¬ 
ton, Carlos Martinez de Yrujo, if his govern¬ 
ment would have any objection if a small 
party of American explorers traveled up the 
Missouri River through the Louisiana Terri¬ 
tory, controlled by Spain, on what he 
described as a purely “literary” (meaning sci¬ 
entific) expedition. Martinez correctly sus¬ 
pected that the U.S. president was not being 
completely honest about the purposes of the 
proposed mission. Jefferson, Martinez wrote 
to his superiors in Madrid, was “a lover of 
glory” as well as “a man of letters,” and proba¬ 
bly intended “to discover the way by which the 
Americans may some day extend their popu¬ 
lation and their influence up to the coasts of 
the South Sea [the Pacific].” 

Jefferson ignored the unfriendly Spanish 
response. He would have liked to have 
secured a Spanish passport for Lewis, but if 
none was forthcoming the expedition up the 
Missouri would take place anyway. Having 
made up his mind that the time was right 
to realize his long-held dream of finding the 
Northwest Passage, he acted decisively, if 
stealthily, to prepare the way for Lewis. 
On January 18, 1803, he sent a confidential 
message to the U.S. Congress. “The river Mis¬ 
souri, & the Indians inhabiting it,” the pre¬ 
sident declared, “are not as well known as 
is rendered desireable by their connection 
with the Mississippi, & consequently with 
us.” Jefferson proposed a remedy for this 
problem: 
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An intelligent officer with ten or twelve cho¬ 
sen men, fit for the enterprize and willing to 
undertake it, from our posts, where they 
may be spared without inconvenience, 
might explore the whole line, even to the 
Western ocean, have conferences with the 
natives on the subject of commercial inter¬ 
course, get admission among them for our 
traders as others are admitted, agree on 
convenient deposits for an interchange of 
articles, and return with the information 
acquired in the course of two summers. 

In his dealings with Congress, as with the 
Spanish ambassador, Jefferson was being 
less than completely honest. His emphasis on 
the benefits the expedition might yield for 
American merchants, although certainly a 
concern of Jefferson’s, was not the main pur¬ 
pose of the expedition. He said nothing of the 
scientific observations that he hoped his 
“intelligent officer’’ would carry out en 
route—he rather doubted whether as presi¬ 
dent he had the authority under the Consti¬ 
tution to launch an expedition for that 
purpose. And the possibility that the expedi¬ 
tion might find a route all the way to the 
“Western ocean," was mentioned almost as 
an afterthought. Any implications such a dis¬ 


covery might have for the expansion of Amer¬ 
ican territory westward to the Pacific were 
left unspoken. In any case, candid or not, Jef¬ 
ferson’s message to Congress produced the 
results he wished for. In February Congress 
authorized the expedition, with an appropri¬ 
ation for the sum he asked to pay for it 
(although the $2,500 that Congress appropri¬ 
ated turned out to be about one-sixteenth of 
the eventual cost). 

The public was not informed of any of this. 
Jefferson was quietly exultant and let a few 
close associates from the American Philo¬ 
sophical Society in on the exciting news. 
“What follows in this letter is strictly confiden¬ 
tial,” Jefferson wrote in February to Benjamin 
Smith Barton, professor of botany at the Uni¬ 
versity of Pennsylvania: 

You know we have been many years wishing 
to have the Missouri explored & whatever 
river, heading with that, runs into the West¬ 
ern ocean. Congress, in some secret pro¬ 
ceedings, have yielded to a proposition I 
made them for permitting me to have it 
done: it is to be undertaken immediately, 
with a party of about ten, & I have 
appointed Capt. Lewis, my secretary, to 
conduct it. 


3 

Preparing the Way 

March 1803 to May 1804 


In spring 1803 Meriwether Lewis 
grappled with the daunting question 
of determining what a dozen or more 
explorers need to bring with them when 
crossing thousands of miles of wilderness on 
river and by foot, across plains, through 
forests, and over mountains, exposed to sum¬ 
mer’s heat and winter’s cold, uncertain of the 
route and the reception they might receive 
from the Native inhabitants. 

SEEKING SUPPLIES 
AND ADVICE 

Among the things Lewis and his men certainly 
were going to need were firearms, both to 
defend and feed themselves. So in mid-March 
Lewis left Washington and traveled to the fed¬ 
eral arsenal at Harpers Ferry, Virginia. No 
party traveling west of the Mississippi River 
had ever carried as impressive a set of 
weaponry as the rifles that Lewis acquired at 
Harpers Ferry. These were .54 caliber Model 


1803 short rifles, the first the arsenal had ever 
produced, easier to load and considerably 
more accurate than the then standard infantry 
musket. Lewis ordered 15 of the rifles; he 
should have ordered more, but he had not yet 
made up his mind just how large an expedi¬ 
tion he would lead up the Missouri. (In the 
end, most of the men carried other weapons; 
Lewis, for instance, was armed with a long 
Kentucky rifle, a civilian weapon.) 

He also acquired knives, tomahawks, and 
pistols at Harpers Ferry. And he had a special 
request for the skilled blacksmiths at the arse¬ 
nal. He asked them to fabricate an iron frame 
for an experimental portable boat of Lewis’s 
own design. The entire iron frame for the 30- 
foot-long vessel could be broken down into 10 
sections, each weighing about 22 pounds. If 
the expedition should come to a difficult 
portage, either along the Missouri or when it 
reached the Rockies, and was forced to aban¬ 
don its boats, he believed that the frame could 
be lugged overland and down to the next nav- 
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igable water, then reassembled and covered in 
animal skins. Lewis believed it would prove a 
river-worthy craft, capable of carrying up to 
8,000 pounds in passengers and supplies. He 
did not, however, have time to test his theory 
before ordering the frame to be shipped west¬ 
ward. 

In mid-April, Lewis rode on to Lancaster, 
Pennsylvania. There, Jefferson had arranged 
for him to be schooled in the art of making 
celestial observations by the eminent as¬ 
tronomer Andrew Ellicott, another of the 
president’s associates in the American Philo¬ 
sophical Society. Ellicott’s lessons would help 
Lewis plot his location by the position of the 
stars, establishing a record of longitude and 
latitude as he moved up the Missouri. 



Astronomer Andrew Ellicott corresponded 
frequently with Jefferson and was asked by the 
president to teach Lewis the art of celestial 
navigation. (Library of Congress, Prints and 
Photographs Division [LC-USZ62-og8^]) 



Dr. Benjamin Rush instructed Lewis in basic 
medicine in preparation for the expedition. 

(Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division 
[LC-USZ62-97104]) 

In the first week of May Lewis moved on to 
Philadelphia, where he would spend the next 
month. He divided his time between meetings 
with more of Jefferson’s scientific friends and 
securing supplies for the expedition. Lewis 
would serve as the expedition’s doctor as well 
as its commander, and his Philadelphia men¬ 
tors included the most famous physician in 
America, Benjamin Rush. However, most of 
Rush’s advice would prove less than useful 
where it was not actually harmful to the 
patients under Lewis’s care. It was Rush’s con¬ 
sidered belief, for example, that powerful lax¬ 
atives were the first line of defense against 
disease. While in Philadelphia Lewis stocked 
up on 600 doses of “bilious pills,” or laxatives, 
for his medical kit. The herbal lore Lewis 
learned from his mother would, in the actual 
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Lewis and Clark left for their mission supplied with an assortment of gifts for potential encounters with 
Indians. Among these items were trade goods such as ribbon and colored beads. By the time they reached 
the Pacific, they ran desperately low on these supplies. (National Archives [NWDTI-g2-NM8rE225-LEWISj]) 
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event, prove far more beneficial than the pills 
that the soldiers on the expedition would 
come to call “Rush’s Thunderbolts.” Rush also 
suggested that in the case of the “least indis¬ 
position” on the trail, the explorers should 
“not attempt to overcome it by labor or 
marching. Rest in a horizontal position.” If 
that advice had been taken literally, it is 
doubtful that the expedition would have ever 
reached the Pacific. 

Among the other supplies Lewis pur¬ 
chased in Philadelphia were scientific and 
navigational instruments, including a 
chronometer (an accurate clock set to Green¬ 
wich Mean Time, necessary for calculating 
longitude), for which he paid $250. He spent 
$102.46 on iron goods, $34.15 for copper ket¬ 
tles, $114.42 for shirts, and $25.37 on fishing 
tackle. From Israel Wheelen, a Philadelphia 
merchant, he bought 80 “pocket Looking 
glasses,” 72 pieces of striped silk ribbon, and 
30-odd pounds of white, yellow, red, and blue 
beads, all intended as presents or for bartering 
with the western Indians. By the time Lewis 
left Philadelphia, he had spent nearly all the 
money that he and lefferson had told Con¬ 


gress would be necessary to pay for the entire 
expedition, and he had yet to purchase any of 
the boats he would need to carry his men up 
the Missouri River. 

JEFFERSON’S ORDERS 

By June 7, Lewis was back in Washington. Over 
the next few weeks, he and the president 
doubtless spent many hours together in the 
White House going over their plans. lefferson 
had received advice from his scientific friends 
in Philadelphia as to the lands of information 
Lewis should seek out while on his voyage of 
discovery. On June 20, Jefferson issued his final 
instructions for the expedition. “The object of 
your mission,” Jefferson wrote to Lewis, 

is to explore the Missouri river, & such prin¬ 
cipal stream of it, as by it’s course and com¬ 
munication with the waters of the Pacific 
ocean, whether the Columbia, Oregan, Col¬ 
orado or any other river may offer the most 
direct & practicable water communication 
across this continent for the purposes of 
commerce. 


Lewis and Clark’s Traveling Library —= 

Tucked in among the tons of food, clothing, ammunition, medical supplies, 
and trade goods on the keelboat and pirogues, Lewis and Clark carried a trav¬ 
eling library with them on the expedition. Jefferson helped Lewis select a col¬ 
lection of books that might prove useful to the explorers. These included works 
on botany, mineralogy, astronomy, and medicine. Lewis and Clark also may 
have carried with them a copy of Alexander Mackenzie’s Voyages from Mon¬ 
treal, which they made references to in their journals. They even carried a his¬ 
tory book, Antoine Le Page du Pratz’s The History of Louisiana, or the Western 
Parts of Virginia and Carolina, first published in London in 1763. Lewis had 
borrowed the book from Dr. Benjamin Smith Barton of Philadelphia in 1803, 
and returned it to him in 1807, with an inscription noting it had been carried 
across the continent. 
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Lewis was to keep careful notations of lati¬ 
tude and longitude of all distinguishing fea¬ 
tures of the Missouri and Columbia Rivers and 
the landscape through which the great rivers 
passed, “especially at the mouths of rivers, at 
rapids, at islands, & other places & objects dis¬ 
tinguished by such natural marks & characters 
of a durable kind, as that they may with cer¬ 
tainty be recognised hereafter.” And, most 
important, he was to employ his new skills in 
fixing longitude and latitude to determine the 
location of the “interesting points of the 
portage between the heads of the Missouri, & 
of the water offering the best communication 
with the Pacific ocean....” 

Jefferson insisted that Lewis take every 
possible precaution to ensure that the infor¬ 
mation he gathered be carefully recorded and 
preserved. “Several copies of these,” Jefferson 
ordered in reference to Lewis’s geographical 
records, “as well as of your other notes should 
be made at leisure times & put into the care of 
the most trustworthy of your attendants ...” 

As for what those “other notes” should in¬ 
clude, Jefferson specified that Lewis was to 
make note of the “names of the [Indian] nations 
& their numbers” he encountered en route, as 
well as observations of their relations with 
other tribes, their languages, their economy, 
their society, their culture, and their religions. 

Nor was that all. Jefferson made a long list 
of “other objects worthy of notice” for Lewis 
and the expedition: 

The soil & face of the country, it’s growth 
& vegetable productions, especially 
those not of the U.S. 

The animals of the country generally, & 
especially those not known in the U.S. 

The remains or accounts of any which 
may be deemed rare or extinct; 

The mineral production of every kind.... 

Volcanic appearances; 


Climate, as characterised by thermome¬ 
ter, by the proportion of rainy, cloudy, 

& clear days, by lightning, hail, snow, 
ice, by the access & recess of frost, by 
the winds prevailing at different sea¬ 
sons, the dates at which particular 
plants put forth or lose their flower, or 
leaf, times of appearance of particular 
birds, reptiles or insects. 

Returning again to the necessity for guar¬ 
anteeing that a copy of his notes survive, Jef¬ 
ferson urged Lewis to take advantage of any 
circumstances that would allow him to send 
back to Washington, perhaps by friendly 
Indian couriers, or by any merchant ship they 
might encounter on the Pacific coast, “a copy 
of your journal, notes & observations of every 
kind. . . .” This was the only time Jefferson 
used the word journal in his instructions to 
Lewis, and then only in passing, but it is a 
word that will always be linked with the expe¬ 
dition. In carrying out President Jefferson’s 
orders, Captain Lewis was required, not only 
to be an explorer and a military commander, 
but also a writer. And in this last endeavor, he 
proved to have gifts that even Jefferson, his 
intimate companion and great admirer, never 
suspected. The journals that Lewis kept over 
the next several years would prove his greatest 
single legacy to subsequent generations of 
Americans. 

LEWIS FINDS 
A CO-COMMANDER 

President Jefferson closed his list of instruc¬ 
tions to Captain Lewis by reminding him of 
one final duty: “To provide, on the accident of 
your death, against anarchy, dispersion, & the 
consequent danger to your party, and total 
failure of the enterprize, you are hereby 
authorized ... to name the person among 
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them who shall succeed to command on your 
[death]. . . 

Jefferson and Lewis had, in fact, already 
agreed on their candidate for second in com¬ 
mand. “Dear Clark,” Lewis wrote on June 19, 
1803: “From the long and uninterupted 
friendship and confidence which has sub¬ 
sisted between us I feel no hesitation in mak¬ 
ing to you the following communication 
under the fulest impression it will be held by 
you inviolably secret . . .” The man to whom 
he was writing was a former army officer 
named William Clark, with whom Lewis had 
served on the western frontier eight years ear¬ 
lier. Lewis described at some length the mis¬ 
sion he had been given to explore the 
Missouri “as far as it’s navigation is practica¬ 
ble,” and from there by land to “pass over to 
the waters of the Columbia or Origan River 
and by descending it reach the Western 
Ocean. . . .” Lewis ended with a personal plea 
to Clark: “If therefore there is anything under 
those circumstances, in this enterprise, which 
would induce you to participate with me in 
it’s fatiegues, it’s dangers and it’s honors, 
believe me there is no man on earth with 
whom I should feel equal pleasure in sharing 
them as with yourself.” 

Lewis had first met Clark in 1795 at Fort 
Greenville, Ohio. There he served under 
Clark’s command in an army rifle company for 
six months. Like Lewis, Clark was a Virginian 
by birth. He was born August 1, 1770, in Caro¬ 
line County, Virginia, the ninth child in a fam¬ 
ily of 10 children. One of his older brothers 
was George Rogers Clark, a hero of frontier 
fighting during the American Revolution, and 
the man who Jefferson had first asked to lead 
an expedition in search of the Northwest Pas¬ 
sage back in 1783. When William was 14, his 
family moved to a plantation near the Falls of 
the Ohio in Indiana territory, across the river 
from present-day Louisville, Kentucky. He 


joined the Kentucky militia in 1789 and trans¬ 
ferred to the U.S. Army in 1792. Like Lewis, he 
was an accomplished woodsman, and he was 
an impressive commanding figure, more than 
six feet tall. Among his distinguishing features 
was his hair color; some of the Indians who 
met him would call him the “Red-Headed 
Chief.” Unlike Lewis, he had actually been 
involved in fighting the Indians, including the 
decisive Battle of Fallen Timbers in 1794 that 
secured the Ohio valley for white settlement. 
Clark resigned his commission in the army in 
1796 to look after family business. Lewis had 
occasional contact with Clark in the years that 
followed, but despite the warm words that 
ended Lewis’s letter, they had not been close 
personal friends. 

It took a month for Lewis’s letter to reach 
Clark at his home in Kentucky, and it took 
him but a day to make up his mind. “Dear 
Lewis,” he wrote on July 18, 1803: “I received 
by yesterdays Mail, your letter of the 19th . . . 
The Contents of which I received with 
much pleasure. . . . This is an undertaking 
fraited [freighted] with many difeculties, but 
My friend I do assure you that no man lives 
whith whome I would perfur to undertake 
Such a Trip &c. as your self . . .” Lewis had 
assured Clark that although Lewis would be 
nominally in command, they would in fact 
function on the expedition as co-commanders, 
and that Clark could resume his former 
army rank of Captain. What had started 
out as the Lewis expedition was now to be 
known to posterity as the Lewis and Clark 
Expedition. 

THE LOUISIANA 
PURCHASE 

In his letter inviting Clark to join the expedi¬ 
tion, Lewis shared a piece of confidential 
information then known to only a few people 
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in Thomas Jefferson’s administration, namely 
that “the whole of that immense country 
wartered [watered] by the Mississippi and it’s 
tributary streams, Missouri inclusive, will be 
the property of the U. States in less than 12 
months from this date. . . When Jefferson 
had first discussed with Lewis the possibility 
of sending him up the Missouri in search of 
the Northwest Passage, both men had known 
that this involved a venture not only into the 
wilderness but into foreign territory. The 
moment that Lewis and his party of explorers 
left the east bank of the Mississippi to cross 
over to the mouth of the Missouri, they would 
be leaving U.S. soil. Added to the dangers of 
the wilderness, and of possibly hostile Indian 
tribes, Lewis might well find himself chal¬ 
lenged and detained by unfriendly Spanish 
authorities. 

The Louisiana Territory, including the city 
of New Orleans at the mouth of the Missis¬ 
sippi River, had been ceded by France to Spain 
in 1762, near the end of the French and Indian 
War. The Spanish were well pleased with the 
deal because they could use the Louisiana Ter¬ 
ritory as a buffer zone between their long- 
established colonies in Mexico and the 
Southwest, and the British colonies on the 
Atlantic Coast. 

Spain had been the center of Europe’s 
most powerful empire in the 16th and 17th 
centuries. But by the late 18th century its 
power was waning in Europe and in the New 
World. The Spanish flag flew over New Orleans 
and the little frontier outpost far upriver 
called St. Louis, but most of the European res¬ 
idents of the territory remained French- 
speaking. After the American Revolution, 
land-hungry American settlers were pouring 
into the Ohio and Mississippi valleys; some 
were crossing the Mississippi and entering 
Spanish-controlled territory. Given time, 
U.S. leaders expected, the Spanish would 


inevitably be pushed aside in the Louisiana 
Territory by the pressure of migrating Ameri¬ 
can settlers. 

Expectations that the United States would 
one day inherit the lands west of the Missis¬ 
sippi were badly shaken by events abroad in 
1800-01, when Spain agreed to a proposal 
from French emperor Napoleon Bonaparte to 
swap the Louisiana Territory for land he con¬ 
trolled in northern Italy. After a 40-year 
absence, it looked like France was coming 
back to North America. 

Jefferson was determined to head off the 
transfer of New Orleans to France. The United 
States could live with a decaying Spanish em¬ 
pire as a neighbor, but not an aggressive, 
expansive French empire with a chokehold on 
the Mississippi. “There is on the globe one spot, 
the possessor of which is our natural and habit¬ 
ual enemy,” Jefferson wrote to American diplo¬ 
mat Robert Livingston in 1802. “It is New 
Orleans, through which the produce of three- 
eighths of our territory must pass to market...” 

Livingston was in Paris, trying to negotiate 
the purchase of New Orleans from Napoleon’s 
government. Negotiations were not going well. 
Napoleon planned to send an army of thou¬ 
sands of French soldiers to New Orleans as 
soon as they finished suppressing a slave re¬ 
bellion in the French-controlled island of 
Saint-Domingue (present-day Haiti and the 
Dominican Republic) in the Caribbean. But the 
French army on Saint-Domingue met a fateful 
setback, decimated by yellow fever and by the 
attacks of the rebellious slaves. Napoleon sud¬ 
denly decided that he had more pressing busi¬ 
ness beating the British in Europe, and in 
spring 1803 ordered his negotiators to offer the 
Americans not just New Orleans but all of the 
Louisiana Territory, the entire region of the 
Missouri watershed that stretched from the 
Mississippi to the Rocky Mountains. For the 
bargain price of $15 million, the American 
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Lewis’s Map Collection _—- 

Lewis needed to know what to expect in his search for the Northwest Passage. 
He needed maps. He got one of them from Nicholas King, surveyor for the newly 
founded city of Washington, D.C. At the request of Albert Gallatin, secretary of 
the treasury, King prepared a map for Lewis, drawing on the best available 
knowledge of western geography. The King map gave a fairly accurate repre¬ 
sentation of the Mississippi River, of the first few hundred miles ofthe Missouri 
River, and the Pacific coast around the mouth of the Columbia River. But in 
between those points, what little detail was given was labeled “conjectural”— 
which meant it was anybody’s guess as to what actually would be found. 

Lewis also had a map that Aaron Arrowsmith, a British mapmaker, had pub¬ 
lished in 1802 and that was advertised as “Exhibiting All the New Discoveries in 
the Interior Parts of North America.” Arrowsmith’s map showed Alexander 
Mackenzie’s discoveries in Canada, as well as details ofthe upper Missouri pro¬ 
vided by Hudson’s Bay Company fur traders. Like the King map, Arrowsmith 
depicted the Rocky Mountains as a single and not very impressive mountain 
range. 

When they reached St. Louis, Lewis and Clark were also able to obtain copies 
of maps drawn by James Mackay and John Evans, who had explored the Mis¬ 
souri as far as villages ofthe Mandan Indians in the 1790s on behalf of a Span¬ 
ish-chartered fur-trading company. Although neither Evans or Mackay had 
traveled west ofthe Mandan villages, their maps provided useful details about 
that region, such as the location ofthe mouth ofthe Yellowstone River, as well 
as the location of a great falls along the Missouri. Their maps also suggested 
that the Rockies might prove a more formidable barrier than the single-ridge 
line usually depicted. 


negotiators in Paris added 565 million acres to 
the territory of the United States. The Louisiana 
Purchase brought into U.S. possession the ter¬ 
ritory that would over the course of the 19th 
century become the states of Louisiana, 
Arkansas, Missouri, Iowa, Minnesota, North 
Dakota, South Dakota, Nebraska, Kansas, Okla¬ 
homa, and Montana, as well as about half the 
future states of Wyoming and Colorado. 

Although unofficial reports of the impend¬ 
ing sale reached Washington in early June; 
Jefferson did not receive formal confirmation 
of the Louisiana Purchase until July 3. Lewis 


now had the welcome assurance that he 
would be traveling through U.S. territory until 
he crossed over the Rockies. On July 5 Lewis 
left Washington heading westward. Before he 
left, he wrote a good-bye letter to his mother 
in Virginia: “[M]y absence will probably be 
equal to fifteen or eighteen months,” he told 
her. “JTJhe nature of this expedition is by no 
means dangerous. ... I go with the most per¬ 
fect preconviction in my own mind of return¬ 
ing safe and hope therefore that you will not 
suffer yourself to indulge in any anxiety for my 
safety.” Lewis’s estimate of the trip’s dangers 
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On April 30, 1803, the United States purchased the Louisiana Territory from France, 
doubling its size. The cost per acre averaged only four cents. Lewis and Clark were the 
first American citizens to cross the new territory. (National Archives, Old Military and Civil 
Records [NWCTB-n-ITAPh5gEg-TS(EX)86B]) 
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France’s emperor repossessed the Louisiana 
Territory from Spain in 1801 only to sell it in its 
entirety to the United States in 1803. Lewis and 
Clark were in St. Louis when it passed from French 
to American possession. (Library of Congress, Prints 
and Photographs Division [LC-USZ62-t2Tiyt]) 

was clearly intended to reassure his mother 
and may not have reflected his own sober 
judgment of what he faced in the western 
wilderness. But his estimate of the trip’s dura¬ 
tion probably did reflect his thinking in 1803. 
As it turned out, his estimate was off by nearly 
a year. It would be two years, five months, and 
25 days before he would return to Washington, 
D.C., to report to President Jefferson. 

FROM THE OHIO 
TO THE MISSISSIPPI 

Lewis’s first stop after departing Washington 
was Harpers Ferry, to check on the supplies he 
had ordered from the federal arsenal. He then 


rode on to Pittsburgh, where he had con¬ 
tracted with a local boatbuilder to construct a 
large keelboat. One wagonload of supplies 
would follow him to Pittsburgh from Harpers 
Ferry; another was already en route from 
Philadelphia. Eight soldiers from the fort at 
Carlisle, Pennsylvania, would also join Lewis 
in Pittsburgh, to take the keelboat down the 
Ohio River. They would not accompany the 
expedition up the Missouri; Lewis was to 
recruit his expedition members from army 
posts they would pass while traveling en route 
to St. Louis. 

Lewis arrived in Pittsburgh on July 15. A 
frontier outpost in the 18th century, Pitts¬ 
burgh had grown into a city of about 2,400 
inhabitants by 1803, a regional transportation 
hub whose future growth was insured by its 
location at the junction of the Monongahela 
and Allegheny Rivers. The city was also 
becoming a center of American manufactur¬ 
ing, with boatyards and a nail factory 

Lewis looked forward to seeing the keel¬ 
boat, which according to the assurances he 
had received from the builder would be ready 
to launch by July 20. The craft was to be 55 feet 
long, eight feet wide, with a 32-foot mast, a 
cabin in the stern, and capable of carrying 10 
tons of supplies and a crew of two dozen. It 
could be propelled by its sails, by 22 oars, by 
poles, or by towropes, depending on condi¬ 
tions the expedition met along the Missouri. 

Lewis was in for a disappointment. The 
boatbuilder much preferred drink to work, 
and it would be nearly the end of August 
before the keelboat was completed. For the 
next six weeks all Lewis could do was show up 
at the boatyard and see to it that the builder 
stayed reasonably sober and attentive to his 
task. While he waited, he took delivery of the 
supplies from Harpers Ferry and Philadelphia, 
and he took command of seven of the eight 
soldiers who were supposed to accompany 
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him down the Ohio (one deserted before 
reaching Pittsburgh). Clark’s letter accepting 
his offer of co-command caught up with 
Lewis while he was in Pittsburgh, which came 
as welcome news. Lewis also recruited two 
volunteers, George Shannon and John Colter, 
who were to become part of the permanent 
expedition party. 


Lewis had originally planned to reach St. 
Louis by the end of summer and to head up 
the Missouri some 200 or 300 miles before 
making winter camp. But fall was coming on, 
and he still had 1,100 miles to travel by river 
just to reach the mouth of the Missouri. 
Finally, on August 31, Lewis and his crew of 10 
or possibly 11 men (the seven soldiers, two or 



This sketch, made by Clark, illustrates the 55-foot-long keelboat designed by Lewis and modified by 
Clark. (Yale Collection of Western Americana, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library) 
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possibly three new recruits, and a pilot who 
was to help them navigate the Falls of the 
Ohio) set off down the Ohio River. Seaman, a 
black Newfoundland dog that Lewis had 
bought for company in Pittsburgh for $20, 
accompanied them. There were now two 
boats in Lewis’s little fleet: the keelboat and a 
pirogue that he also purchased in Pittsburgh 
(the pirogue, as Lewis used the term, was a 
flat-bottomed open boat that could be rowed 
or rigged with a sail). 

Because of the shallow water in late sum¬ 
mer, Lewis did not want to overload the boats. 
Some of the expedition supplies were sent 
overland by wagon to Wheeling, Virginia (now 
West Virginia), where the river deepened. 
Even with the lightened load, the men fre¬ 
quently had to get out, unload and portage the 
cargo downriver, and then drag the boats 
through shallow places in the river. They had 
other troubles as well, further slowing their 
progress. Rain was rusting their rifles, toma¬ 
hawks, and knives and spoiling the supply of 
biscuits, forcing them to halt to dry their 
goods and repackage them. The pirogue Lewis 
acquired in Pittsburgh leaked, as did a 
replacement craft he picked up en route a few 
days later. In Wheeling on September 9 Lewis 
purchased a larger pirogue that served them 
better. It is difficult to keep track of the expe¬ 
dition’s boats, but somewhere along the way 
en route to the Mississippi that fall, Lewis 
seems to have acquired both the red and the 
white pirogue that would carry his men up the 
Missouri. 

Lewis was already keeping his eyes open 
for interesting natural phenomena that he 
could report to Jefferson. On September 11 he 
saw something that astonished him: a large 
number of grey squirrels swimming “light on 
the water” across the Ohio River. He was at a 
loss to explain the mass migration, since both 
sides of the river were equally well supplied 


with nut-bearing trees. Lewis’s interests in the 
swimming squirrels as a naturalist soon gave 
way to another interest: satisfying his ap¬ 
petite. He sent Seaman the Newfoundland 
dog into the river to kill some of the squirrels 
and fetch them back to the boat. “[T]hey wer 
fat,” Lewis wrote contentedly in the journal he 
was starting to keep, “and I thought them 
when fryed a pleasant food.” Two days later, 
the squirrels were still to be seen crossing the 
river. He also mentioned seeing a flock of pas¬ 
senger pigeons flying southward—something 
that did not surprise him, because passenger 
pigeons, extinct by the beginning of the 20th 
century, were known in Lewis’s time for pass¬ 
ing overhead in such huge numbers that they 
darkened the skies. 

Lewis stopped writing in his journal on 
September 18; the first of many gaps in his 
journal-keeping on the expedition; he would 
resume writing in it on November 11; but only 
for two weeks. Why Lewis chose to disregard 
Jefferson’s instructions about record-keeping 
for long periods between 1803 and 1806 
remains one of the unresolved mysteries of 
the expedition. 

In the meantime, he continued his 
progress down the Ohio. Stopping in Cincin¬ 
nati on September 28, Lewis took some time 
off from the journey to explore a local site 
known for its fossil remains. Lewis may have 
decided the delay was worthwhile because he 
knew how much Jefferson was fascinated by 
the science of paleontology. He packed up a 
box of bones, including some that he thought 
were remains of wooly mammoths, and 
shipped them back to Washington (they were 
lost en route, to Jefferson’s disappointment). 

On October 14, a month and a half after 
setting off from Pittsburgh, Lewis and his men 
reached Clarksville, in Indiana Territory, 
where William Clark lived with his older and 
ailing brother George Rogers Clark. The expe- 
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dition was now beginning to take shape. At 
Lewis’s request, Clark had been busy lining up 
recruits, and he introduced Lewis to seven 
young volunteers from Kentucky: William 
Bratton, George Gibson, John Shields, Charles 
Floyd, Nathaniel Pryor, and brothers Reuben 
and Joseph Field. They were sworn into the 
army along with Shannon and Colter. By the 
standards of the U.S. military in the early 
19th century, these men were to be well com¬ 
pensated for their service. To attract qualified 
recruits, Lewis secured double pay for the 
men on the expedition ($10 a month for 
enlisted men, instead of the standard $5), plus 
the promise of early discharge on their return, 


and a western land bounty of several hundred 
acres for each man who went along. One 
man who joined the expedition at Clarksville 
would not be paid anything at all, however: 
That was York, an African-American slave 
owned by William Clark. York was a powerful, 
heavyset man with “short curling hair” about 
Clark’s age, who had been his companion 
since childhood. 

On October 26, after spending two weeks 
resting and refitting in Clarksville, Lewis and 
Clark and their men set off down the Ohio, 
passing through present-day Illinois. On 
November 11 they reached Fort Massac, an old 
French fortification located on a commanding 
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promontory above the Ohio that had been 
restored by the Americans. There they added 
two new recruits to the expedition’s roster, 
John Newman and Joseph Whitehouse, plus a 
civilian, George Drouillard (in their journal 
entries, the captains would refer to him as 
“Drewyer”). Drouillard brought valuable skills 
to the expedition, including his ability to inter¬ 
pret the sign language that allowed Indians of 
many different tribes and spoken languages to 
communicate among themselves. He was also 
a first-rate hunter and trail finder. He would 
prove well worth the $25 a month he was paid 
for his services. Among Lewis’s qualities as a 
leader was the fact that he was a good judge of 
men and could quickly size up who should be 
entrusted with important tasks. He immedi¬ 
ately dispatched Drouillard on a mission to an¬ 
other army post, South West Point, Tennessee, 
to find eight soldiers who were waiting there to 
join the expedition. When they finally caught 
up with the expedition five weeks later, Lewis 
rejected four of the men as unfit for wilderness 
travel. 

From Fort Massac, the expedition sailed 
down the Ohio to its junction with the Missis¬ 
sippi River, near present-day Cairo, Illinois. 
They spent six days there, while Lewis and 
Clark familiarized themselves with their navi¬ 
gational instruments and practiced the vital 
task of determining longitude and latitude. 
On November 20 they set off northward up the 
Mississippi, the river that the Algonquian 
Indians called “the Father of Waters” and that 
drains the water from 40 percent of the conti¬ 
nental United States. Although the Missis¬ 
sippi’s course was well known by this point, 
Clark began to record the river’s twists and 
turns, with compass bearings, perhaps prac¬ 
ticing the record-keeping he would need to 
keep along the Missouri. 

As they headed northward, they were trav¬ 
eling between the separate countries. The Illi¬ 


nois Territory, part of the United States, 
formed the east bank of the river, the Louis¬ 
iana Territory, which was still officially gov¬ 
erned by the Spanish, and not scheduled to 
be handed over to the United States until the 
following spring, lay to the west. After two 
days, they passed by a U.S. settlement on the 
Spanish side of the river where 15 American 
families were already established, the ad¬ 
vance guard of thousands who would soon be 
pouring into the territory. They also passed 
keelboats heading up the river with dry goods 
and whiskey to sell to American settlers on 
the Illinois side, and other keelboats heading 
down to New Orleans loaded with furs. They 
reached the U.S. Army military post Fort 
Kaskaskia on the Illinois side of the river, 
on November 28, where they added at least 
six more volunteers to the expedition’s 
strength. 

THE EXPEDITION’S 
FIRSTWINTER 

Winter was coming on, and they would soon 
need to make a permanent encampment for 
its duration. At Fort Kaskaskia, Lewis and 
Clark split up. Lewis borrowed a horse and 
rode north along the Illinois side of the river, 
arriving at the American settlement at Caho- 
kia, across the river from St. Louis, on Decem¬ 
ber 7. He crossed the river to the city the 
following day. In 1803 St. Louis was celeb¬ 
rating the 40th year since its founding. It was 
still a very small community of about 1,000 
residents huddled along the banks of the 
Missouri. 

On December 8, Lewis met with the Span¬ 
ish governor of the city, Colonel Carlos 
Dehault Delassus. Colonel Delassus was not 
overly welcoming. He had as yet received no 
official notification of the Louisiana Purchase, 
and he reminded Lewis that as an American 
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he was still a guest on foreign territory. And he 
made it clear that Lewis could not begin his 
exploration of the Missouri that winter—a 
plan that the captains had already abandoned 
in any case. 

Lewis received a friendlier reception from 
the city’s wealthy fur-trading merchants, 
including Manuel Lisa and half-brothers 
Auguste and Pierre Chouteau. The merchants 
knew that their own economic futures were 
bound up now with the westward expansion 
of the United States, and they were eager to 
ingratiate themselves with the new rulers of 
the Louisiana Territory, as well as to sell the 
American captain the goods he would need 
to outfit his ever-expanding expeditionary 
force. They proved useful sources of informa¬ 
tion on both the geography and the Indians 
of the Missouri, at least along its first few 
hundred miles as it stretched westward from 
St. Louis. Antoine Soulard, a Frenchman 
employed by the Spanish governor as sur¬ 
veyor-general for Upper Louisiana, provided 


Lewis with a copy of a map he had drawn, 
showing in detail the course of the Missouri 
up to the Mandan villages, and offering a 
speculative depiction of what lay further 
west. 

While Lewis was attending to business in 
St. Louis, Clark led the rest of the expedition 
up the river, past St. Louis to the mouth of the 
Wood River. Here they would make their win¬ 
ter camp, at a site directly across the Missis¬ 
sippi from the mouth of the Missouri. What is 
known of the winter at Camp Wood (a name 
given the site by historians of the expedition, 
not one used by Lewis and Clark themselves) 
comes almost entirely from Clark’s journal. 
Lewis’s silence as a writer would last, with 
brief exceptions, until April 1805. Clark was 
now the principal day-to-day recorder of the 
expedition’s fortunes and progress. He tended 
to be terse and matter-of-fact at first, provid¬ 
ing few details beyond the orders he gave the 
men and the weather. Thus the entry for 
December 13 read, in its entirety: 


St. Louis.— 

Gateway to the West 

Had France not lost its war with Britain and the American colonies, St. Louis 
couid have cemented French power on the Mississippi and the Missouri. But the 
iittie village community with its prime strategic location passed under the con¬ 
trol of the Spanish authorities, who neglected its potential. Instead it was left 
to the Americans, along with some well-established French traders like Rene 
Auguste Chouteau and his half-brother Jean-Pierre Chouteau, to fully realize St. 
Louis’s importance as “Gateway to the West.” 

The American writer Washington Irving visited the city soon after the 
Louisiana Purchase, and he described it in the moment of transition: “Here and 
there were new rich houses and ships, just set up by bustling, driving, and 
eager men of traffic from the Atlantic states; while, on the other hand, the old 
French mansions, with open casements, still retained the easy, indolent air of 
the original colonists.” 
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Captain Lewis bought an air gun at Harper's Ferry in 1803 at his own expense. According to the expedition 
journals, the firing of the air gun never failed to "astonish" Native American viewers. Lewis hoped 
that this display of technological prowess would make the Indian tribes all the more willing to trade with 
white Americans in the future. (VMI Museum, Lexington, VA) 


fixed on a place to build huts Set the men to 
Clearing land & Cutting logs—a hard wind 
all day—flying Clouds, Sent to the negh- 
bourhood, Some Indians pass. 

It snowed on December 15. By December 
22, Clark was recording that the Mississippi 
was “[Cjoverd with running Ice.” At Christ¬ 
mas, they were finishing up their winter 
huts. “[T]he men frolicked and hunted all 
day,” Clark noted, coming back with several 
turkeys shot in the neighboring woods for 
Christmas dinner. But some of them went 
overboard in their celebration. Clark re¬ 
corded, “Some of the party had got Drunk (2 
fought.) ” The drinking and the brawling were 
indications of the poor morale and boredom 
often to be found in an army winter camp. 
There was not enough for the men to do, and 
they seemed to feel little in the way of loyalty 
to each other or to their leaders. On New 
Year’s Day Clark sponsored a shooting contest 
between the soldiers and some local men 
who had come to the camp to visit, offering a 
dollar to the winner (the soldiers lost to the 
civilians); there was also more drunkenness 
in the camp. Three days later there was 
another fight in the camp; the men “bruse 


themselves much,” Clark complained in his 
journal. 

Gradually, Clark’s journal-keeping grew 
more inventive and interesting. In addition to 
the record of turkeys shot and fights between 
the men, Clark began to insert sketches in his 
notebook, including a several of the keelboat 
and one of the white pirogue. (Both Clark and 
Lewis turned out to have a gift for line draw¬ 
ings, which greatly enrich the stock of visual 
images of the expedition.) When the men fin¬ 
ished building the huts, Clark put them to 
work improving the keelboat. Modifications 
included the building of storage lockers along 
the sides, which came equipped with heavy 
wooden lids that could be raised to provide 
protection for men in the boat in case of 
attack. They also mounted a swivel gun, a 
small cannon that could fire either a small 
cannonball or a load of musketballs, on the 
bow of the keelboat, and two blunderbusses, 
heavy, shotgunlike weapons with a bell¬ 
shaped mouth, mounted at its stern. Each of 
the two pirogues the expedition would take up 
the Missouri also had a blunderbuss mounted 
on its stern. 

After a long absence in St. Louis and 
Cahokia, Lewis briefly rejoined the expedition 
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in February. Clark got a welcome chance to 
cross the river to St. Louis and enjoy a little of 
its social life. (Camp life had not agreed with 
Clark that winter; “I was unwell” was a recur¬ 
ring entry in Clark’s journal throughout Jan¬ 
uary and early February.) Lewis spent only 
a few days at Camp Wood. For most of Febru¬ 
ary both captains were in St. Louis, leaving 
Sergeant John Ordway in command. The cap¬ 
tains’ prolonged absences did not help the 
camp’s disciplinary problems. The men may 
have resented the fact that their officers were 
getting to spend the winter enjoying the com¬ 
forts of St. Louis, while they were stuck out in 
the woods, in freezing temperatures, with 
nothing to look forward to beyond their 
evening ration of whiskey. At times it seemed 
as if mutiny threatened the success of the 
expedition. Reuben Field refused to take his 
turn at guard duty, and other soldiers loudly 
and belligerently took his side. John Shields 
and John Colter defied Ordway’s orders and 
threatened to kill him. Lewis could be a strict 
disciplinarian, but he decided not to dis¬ 
charge the troublemakers (possibly because 
there were too many of them). As things 
turned out, some of the worst offenders that 
winter proved to be among the most devoted 
and competent soldiers once the expedition 
set off up the Missouri. 

“WE PROCEEDED ON . . 

On March 10, 1804, the Stars and Stripes was 
raised over St. Louis. Lewis was there as the 
official representative of the U.S. government 
for the ceremony that saw the Louisiana Terri¬ 
tory handed over, first from Spain to France, 
and then from France to the United States. 
They were no longer on foreign soil when they 
stood on the west bank of the Mississippi. 

That was certainly good news. So was the 
arrival of spring shortly thereafter. By March 


20 frogs could be heard croaking, by March 26 
Clark was recording the weather as “worm and 
fair,” by April 1 the spicewood was in bloom, 
followed soon after by apple and peach trees, 
and by the noisy passage of flocks of waterfowl 
flying northward. Lewis and Clark planned to 
get an early start up the Missouri. Clark calcu¬ 
lated that they would travel 1,500 miles to 
reach the Mandan villages, the last well- 
described location on their maps. His calcula¬ 
tions were only about 100 miles short of the 
actual distance. He further calculated that it 
would be 1,550 miles from the Mandan vil¬ 
lages to the Pacific Ocean. There he erred sig¬ 
nificantly; his calculations were 1,000 miles 
too short. Making 10 or 12 miles a day, Clark 
figured the expedition should be able to travel 
as far as the headwaters of the Missouri in the 
Rocky Mountains by September 1804, and 
then push on the following spring to reach the 
Pacific in summer 1805. 

Departure was set for April 18. With the 
help of the Chouteau brothers, the expedition 
hired seven French boatmen, known as 
engages, who had experience sailing up the 
Missouri as far as the Mandan villages. But in 
the end, they were delayed. Lewis needed 
more time to lay in last-minute supplies, and 
he also had to make complicated arrange¬ 
ments for Pierre Chouteau to lead a delega¬ 
tion of Osage Indians to Washington, D.C., to 
meet their new “great white father,” Thomas 
Jefferson. 

By the time everything was sorted out, 
necessary supplies gathered and packed in 
the expedition’s three boats, it was mid-May. 
Meanwhile, Clark had received disappointing 
news from Washington. Despite Lewis’s prom¬ 
ise that Clark would hold rank equal to his 
own, Jefferson had secured him a commission 
only as a lieutenant. Clark was angry, and 
Lewis sympathized completely. The two offi¬ 
cers agreed they would make no mention of 
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the difference in rank to their men, and 
throughout the expedition Lewis referred to 
Clark as “Captain Clark,” as most historians 
have done ever since. 

There was more last-minute packing to do. 
Clark took the loaded keelboat out onto the 
Mississippi on a test cruise. The men were 
issued ammunition for their weapons: 100 
rounds each for the men carrying rifles, two 
pounds of buckshot for the men carrying 


muskets. Finally, on May 14, 1804, it was time 
to go. Lewis was in St. Louis, still tending to 
the Osage delegation. He would join the expe¬ 
dition after a few days. Clark was in command 
of the keelboat and the two pirogues, and 
on the evening of May 14 he wrote in his 
journal: “I set out at 4 oClock P.M. in the pres¬ 
ence of many neighboring inhabitents, and 
proceeded on under a jentle brease up the 
Missouri... 


4 

Up the Missouri 

May to October 1804 


Sometime toward the end of their stay 
at Camp Wood, William Clark wrote a 
note to himself calculating the num¬ 
ber of men in “our party.” His list included: “2 
Capts. 4 Sergeants, 3 Intptrs. [Interpreters], 22 
Amns [Americans]. 9 or 10 French, & York also 
1 Corpl. & Six in a perogue. . . .” One of the 
“Capts,” Meriwether Lewis, was in St. Louis, so 
he was not on board with the rest of the men 
when they set sail up the Missouri on May 14. 
“Intptr” George Drouillard was also away on 
an errand, and the other two interpreters on 
Clark’s list may have been men who had 
arranged to join the expedition a few days 
later. 

Lewis, Clark, the three sergeants—Ordway, 
Floyd, and Pryor (Clark’s “4 Sergeants” seems 
to have been a slip of the pen)—along with the 
22 “Amns” (Americans), the three interpreters, 
and Clark’s black servant York—31 men all 
told—constituted the expedition’s permanent 
party, the men who were intended to go all the 
way to the Pacific and back. They would travel 
on the keelboat. The “9 or 10 French” (a later 


list of Clark’s would account for only eight) 
were the engages, the hired boatmen, who 
would accompany the expedition only as far as 
the Mandan villages. They traveled in the 41- 
foot-long red pirogue. And the “Corpl. and Six 
in a perogue” were Corporal Richard Warfing- 
ton and his detachment (a later list by Clark 
would account for only five men serving under 
Warfington), who were to travel some distance 
up the Missouri with the permanent party but 
to return before winter set in to St. Louis. They 
were assigned the smallest vessel, the 35-foot- 
long white pirogue. Clark’s somewhat unde¬ 
pendable count of expedition members has 
led historians to varying conclusions as to just 
how many men actually set sail on May 14, 
with estimates ranging between 43 and 48. 

LAST CONTACTS WITH 
WHITE SETTLEMENTS 

Departing in the late afternoon, the men of 
what Jefferson had dubbed the “Corps of Dis¬ 
covery” made modest progress that first day. 
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They crossed the Mississippi and pushed a 
short way up the Missouri. They camped that 
night by a small creek near Fort Belle 
Fontaine, in present-day North St. Louis. The 
men probably missed their snug cabins at 
Camp Wood, as it rained so steadily they could 
not keep their campfires burning. These first 
days of travel were useful as a shakedown 
cruise. Some of the cargo was getting wet 
beneath its covers. The keelboat was having 
problems on the river, snagging on floating 
logs, and riding too high at its bow; some of 
the goods stowed in the stern of the boat 
would have to be moved forward to balance 
the load. One of the other vessels, probably 
the white pirogue with Corporal Warfington’s 
detachment, was, as Clark noted, “not Suffi¬ 
ciently maned [manned] to Keep up." 

On May 16 they reached the little village of 
St. Charles, located on the north bank of the 
river, about 21 miles upriver from the mouth 
of the Missouri. With its 450 inhabitants, St. 
Charles was the last substantial white settle¬ 
ment they would encounter until their 
return. Clark and the men spent five days 
there, waiting for Lewis to finish his business 
in St. Louis and join them. It was their last 
chance to enjoy some familiar pleasures: Pri¬ 
vate Joseph Whitehouse reported in the jour¬ 
nal he was beginning to keep that it was 
“verry agreeable dancing with the french 
ladies, &c.” 

It was not all play. Clark had the men 
reload the keelboat and one of the pirogues 
and pack in some last-minute supplies 
(including an additional 136 pounds of to¬ 
bacco) . Clark had to convene a court-martial 
for three expedition members who committed 
various offenses in St. Charles; one of them, 
John Collins, was accused of behaving in an 
“unbecomeing manner” at a dance as well as 
“Speaking in a language . . . tending to bring 
into disrespect the orders of the Commanding 


officer,” infractions that earned him a sen¬ 
tence of 50 lashes on his bare back. 

Two new members joined the expedition 
at St. Charles, although they may have been 
recruited earlier. One was Pierre Cruzatte, 
who would play a prominent role in many of 
the events to follow. Half French and half 
Indian, he was an experienced boatman. 
Although blind in one eye and able to see 
none too well out of the other, he would usu¬ 
ally take up the important position of bow¬ 
man on the keelboat, guiding the boat 
through the many hidden dangers the river 
held. He was also valued by other expedition 
members for his skill in playing the fiddle. The 
other new recruit was Francois Labiche, also 
half French and half Indian, who would serve 



Although Lewis and Clark passed the settlement to 
which Daniel Boone had moved in 1799, they did 
not meet Boone. (Library of Congress, Prints and 
Photographs Division [LC-USZ62-112549]) 
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the expedition as a translator in addition to 
his regular duties. 

Lewis rejoined the party on May 20, and 
the following day, at half past three, the 
expedition pushed off up the Missouri. Once 
more they “proceeded on under a jentle 
Breese”—at least for a mile, until they found 
themselves engulfed in “a Violent rain with 
Wind from the S.W. . . .” Over the next few 
days they passed a few small farms scattered 
along the riverside, including the settlement 
in present-day St. Charles County, Missouri, 
where Daniel Boone, the legendary American 
frontiersman, had moved in 1799. On May 25 
the expedition came to the last white settle¬ 
ment along the Missouri, La Charrette, near 
present-day Marthasville, Missouri. Seven 
families lived there, who depended on trade 
with the Indians for their livelihood. They 
obtained corn and eggs from the local in¬ 
habitants, and according to Clark also ob¬ 
tained “a good Deel of information” about 
upstream Indian tribes from French trader 
Regis Loisel. 

Even these first days of travel, still so close 
to white settlements, were not without their 
dangers. In fact, the expedition might have 
come to an abrupt end on May 23, when Lewis 
decided to explore the edge of a rocky 
embankment towering some 300 feet above 
the Missouri. He lost his footing at its very top 
and slid 20 feet downward before catching 
himself by jamming his knife into a crack in 
the rock. A few more feet and he would have 
gone tumbling down to the rocks and water 
below, and the Corps of Discovery, if it “pro¬ 
ceeded on” after losing its leader, would not 
have gone down in history as the Lewis and 
Clark Expedition. Thomas Jefferson once said 
of Captain Lewis that he was the possessor of 
“courage undaunted,” which was certainly 
true. But his courage occasionally shaded off 
into a darker quality in his character. Though 


he kept it in check much of the time, Meri¬ 
wether Lewis had a reckless streak. 

SETTLING INTO ROUTINE 

The Corps of Discovery averaged about 15 
miles a day on the Missouri that summer. 
Each day Clark noted in his journal the direc¬ 
tion the river traveled through its many twists 
and turns, and the distance covered. Clark 
tended to underestimate distances traveled by 
river, and overestimate distances traveled by 
land, but on the whole the records left in the 
journals proved remarkably accurate when 
rechecked by geographers and historians in 
later years. 

The men were usually up at first light, 
about 5 a.m. They would eat a hasty breakfast, 
strike their tents, and be on the river soon 
after. On most days that they were traveling, 
Clark would stay with the boats, while Lewis 
usually roamed the shore on foot. Sometimes 
they got lucky and their sails could propel 
them upstream: “The wind favourable today,” 
Clark noted happily on May 26, “we made 18 
miles.” Sometimes a back eddy in the river’s 
current would carry them upstream, while the 
men rested from their efforts. But usually their 
progress came at the expense of hard human 
labor: rowing, poling, or even getting out and 
pulling the boats upstream with towropes, 
while the Missouri’s fast-flowing waters tried 
to sweep them back down the river to St. 
Louis. After a day’s travel, they would halt, by 
a convenient creek if they could find one, 
unload the goods they needed for the night, 
pitch their tents, and prepare the one hot 
meal they would enjoy during the day. 

Game was abundant, and they ate heartily, 
consuming as much as eight or nine pounds 
a day per man. The deer steaks, antelope 
steaks, buffalo steaks, or whatever meat the 
hunters happened to bring in the day would 
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Charles M. Russell’s work Nature’s Cattle (1899) is of antelope and buffalo grazing, two animals that the Corps 
of Discovery depended on for nourishment and hides. (Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division 
[LC-USZ62-115203]) 


be supplemented by grapes, plums, berries, 
and greens picked along the way, flat bread 
made from cornmeal or flour, and salt pork 
if the hunters were not successful. For his 
34th birthday, on August 1 Clark ordered a 
special meal to be prepared, consisting of “a 
Saddle of fat Vennison, an Elk fleece & a Bev- 
ertail to be cooked and a Desert of Cheries, 
Plumbs, Raspberries Currents and grapes of 
a Supr. [superior] quallity.” Some nights the 
captains would issue each man a four-ounce 
ration of whiskey and, despite their weari¬ 
ness, the men would celebrate with dancing 
while Cruzatte played his fiddle. On the 
Fourth of July in 1804, which they celebrated 
in present-day Atchison County, Kansas, near 
the mouth of the Kansas River, they marked 


the occasion not only with whiskey but also 
with cannon fire. Generally, however, the 
evenings were times of quiet relaxation and 
early bedtimes. Everyone knew that another 
day’s hard labor awaited them when the Sun 
rose in the morning. 

Lewis and Clark had carefully selected the 
men who made up the Corps of Discovery, 
weeding out those who they felt might not be 
up to the rigors of wilderness travel. But 
within a month or so after St. Louis, many of 
the men were feeling the worse for wear. The 
aches and pains of hard physical labor were 
made worse by the unremitting assault of 
stinging insects. Lewis had had the foresight 
to include mosquito netting in the expedi¬ 
tion’s supplies, and the men smeared grease 
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over their exposed skin to keep off bloodsuck¬ 
ing pests, but such preventive measures were 
only partially successful. “The Ticks & Mus- 
quiters are verry troublesome,” Clark reported 
on June 17, in what became a constant refrain 
in his journal. Other ailments added to the 
misery of aches, pains, and mosquito bites, 
with many suffering from boils on their skin 
or stomach troubles. Clark in his journal 
attributed such ills to drinking the river 
water, but they were probably the product of 
badly preserved meat and too few fruits and 
vegetables in their diet. Clark had difficulty 
shaking a bad cold and sore throat he devel¬ 
oped in mid-June. 

The worst medical crisis the expedition 
would face came in late summer. Sergeant 
Charles Floyd had not been feeling well for 
several weeks. Then on August 19, Clark noted 
in his journal that “Serjean Floyd is taken verry 
bad all at once with a Biliose Chorlick [a ‘bil¬ 
ious colic,’ a term then used to describe 
malaria].” Clark stayed up most of that night 
with Floyd, ministering to him as best he 
could (probably with some of Dr. Rush’s laxa¬ 
tives). The following day, he had sad news to 
record in his journal: “Sgt. Floyd died with a 
great deal of composure; before his death he 
Said to me, ‘I am going away. I want you to 
write me a letter.’” Floyd’s “bilious colic” was 
in all likelihood a ruptured appendix, a condi¬ 
tion that was untreatable in the early 19th 
century, even by skilled doctors. Floyd, a 
native of Kentucky, was among the first to join 
the Corps of Discovery and was, in Clark’s esti¬ 
mate, “[a] man of much merit.” He was just 22 
years old when he died. He was buried with 
full military honors on a hill overlooking the 
Missouri River in present-day Sioux City, Iowa. 
The men called it “Floyd’s Bluff,” the name by 
which it is still known. Private Patrick Gass 
was elected by the men to take Floyd’s place as 
a sergeant. 


The disciplinary problems that had 
plagued the expedition in winter camp were 
still evident those first months on the river. 
The way that Lewis and Clark dealt with such 
problems serves as a reminder that the Corps 
of Discovery was a military unit moving 
through hostile territory and not a group of 
friends out on an extended camping trip. On 
June 29, the captains convened a court-mar¬ 
tial to hear the case of Privates John Collins 
and Hugh Hall, accused of tapping the expe¬ 
dition’s whiskey barrel the night before, with 
the result that Collins was drunk while on 
guard. The court was made up of Sergeant 
Pryor and five enlisted men. Collins, who had 
behaved badly at St. Charles just six weeks 
earlier, was sentenced to 100 lashes, while 
Hall got 50 lashes. The entire party assembled 
at 3 p.m. to watch the sentence carried out. 
The beaten men had to go right back to work, 
with their bloody backs, rowing, poling, and 
hauling the keelboat upstream. It was a harsh 
punishment, but one that must have seemed 
just to the rest of the Corps of Discovery: A 
drunken guard endangered all their lives. 
They also knew that there was going to be 
no tavern along the next several thousand 
miles where they would be able to replenish 
their supply of whiskey when it ran out; 
Collins and Hall had enjoyed themselves 
at the expense of their fellow expedition 
members. 

Private Alexander Willard faced a court- 
martial July 12 after Sergeant Ordway had 
discovered him lying asleep while on guard 
duty the previous night. The accusation 
against Willard was so serious that, unlike pre¬ 
vious courts, made up of enlisted men, Lewis 
and Clark themselves served as the court; 
under the military’s Articles of War, Willard 
could have been sentenced to death by firing 
squad. The two captains found Willard guilty 
as charged and sentenced him to 100 lashes 
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on his bare back. Private Moses Reed deserted 
on August 4. He had told the captains he had 
left a knife behind at the previous night’s 
campsite and would go and fetch it and then 
return. When he had not returned four days 
later, the captains sent out a party consisting 
of Drouillard and three other men to find Reed 
and bring him back dead or alive. He was 
brought in alive on August 17, sentenced to 
run the gauntlet four times (which meant 
being beaten with willow switches by the 
entire party), and removed from the perma¬ 
nent party in disgrace. (Private Robert Frazer, 
part of Corporal Warfington’s detachment, 
later signed on as a member of the permanent 
party, to replace Reed.) One of the engages 
also deserted but was never caught. Finally, 
Private John Newman was court-martialed 
on October 13 for statements “of a highly 
criminal and mutinous nature,” found guilty, 
and sentenced to 75 lashes and dishonorable 
discharge from the army and the expedition 
(though he, like Moses Reed, would, of ne¬ 
cessity, accompany them to the winter 
encampment). 


THE GREAT PLAINS 

Every few days, Lewis and Clark noted some¬ 
thing that was new to them. In June they 
began to see white pelicans along the river. 
Clark killed one in August, and as an experi¬ 
ment he had his men fill its bill and neck 
pouch with water; it held five gallons. 

The landscape was no less strange than the 
wildlife. Whether they had grown up in Vir¬ 
ginia, like Lewis and Clark, in Kentucky, like 
Sergeant Floyd, or in New Hampshire, like 
Sergeant John Ordway, the men of the Corps 
of Discovery were most familiar with hilly or 
even mountainous landscapes covered with 
dense forests. Where there was open land, it 
was land that had been cleared, either by Indi¬ 


ans or white settlers. Since leaving Camp 
Wood in May, however, the Corps of Discovery 
had entered a region of grasslands, very differ¬ 
ent than the landscape they knew at home. 
This was an open country, level or with low 
rolling hills, with views that stretched for 
miles, and the openness was not the product 
of human design. 

Still, there were similarities with the world 
they had left behind. Both the wooded hills of 
Virginia and New England and the prairie 



After seeing what seemed to them acres covered by 
flocks of pelicans, Lewis and Clark named the island 
where they saw the massive amounts of birds 
Pelican Island. (Library of Congress, Prints and 
Photographs Division [LC-USZ62-95232]) 
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grasslands of Missouri were the recipients of 
regular rainfall. There were tall, luxuriant 
grasses on the prairie, and both the river bot¬ 
toms and the bluffs along the river were often 
heavily wooded with cottonwoods, sycamore, 


and hickory trees, as well as an underbrush of 
grapevines and rushes. The Corps of Discov¬ 
ery could easily imagine farmers and their 
livestock following in their wake. Writing on 
July 4, Clark noted that “ [t]he Plains of this 



According to Lewis’s journal, the Great Plains were covered by herds of game in 1804. By 1870, when this 
photograph was taken, overhunting by settlers, railroad workers, and game hunters had greatly diminished 
the source of food. (National Archives [NWDNS-5J-HS-348]) 
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The “Barking Squiril” = 

The strangeness of the animal population on the Great Plains added to the 
explorers’ sense of wonder as they encountered this new landscape. On Sep¬ 
tember 7 , Lewis and Clark came across a burrowing animal unlike any they had 
ever seen before. It lived in what Clark described as a “village” containing 
“great numbers of holes on the top of which those little animals Set erect...” 
When Lewis and Clark approached them, they made “a Whistleing noise” before 
slipping into their holes. Lewis called this creature a “barking squiril,” but it was 
Sergeant John Ordway who came up with the name for them that would catch 
on: prairie dogs. The Corps of Discovery spent the better part of the day trying 
to capture one by flushing out its burrow with kettles of water. They finally suc¬ 
ceeded, and the “barking squiril” miraculously survived and was sent east to be 
viewed by Thomas Jefferson in the White House a year later. 



This black-tailed prairie dog was unfamiliar to the Corps of Discovery when the 
men first encountered it. John Ordway gave the burrowing animal the name by 
which it is known today. (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service) 


countery are covered with a Leek green Grass, Americans were used to thinking of land in 

well calculated for the sweetest and most this way—a fertile, bountiful resource waiting 
nourishing hay...” to be dug up and planted, a Garden of Eden in 
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a Promised Land. But the landscape changed 
dramatically when they passed north of the 
mouth of the Platte River in late luly and 
moved into the semiarid region of the Great 
Plains. The tall grass of the central lowland of 
the lower Missouri gave way to short grass of 
the upper Missouri. Trees grew scarcer, apart 
from the cottonwoods that still sprang up 
along the river bottoms. Strong winds blew 
across the treeless plains, with nothing to 
break their force. The alkaline soil left a white 
powdery deposit on its surface and gave a bit¬ 
ter taste to the water flowing down the creeks 
into the Missouri. 

The farmers in the Corps of Discovery may 
have looked out over the Great Plains and 
shaken their heads doubtfully. But for the 
hunters, the region was still a land of bounty. 
In the woodlands of the east a herd of deer or 
other game animals might consist of a dozen 
or so members. Here the term took on an¬ 
other dimension entirely. In one of his rare 
journal entries in 1804, Lewis reported on 
September 17 how, at a site near the mouth of 
the White River, he had come across “im- 
mence herds of Buffaloe deer Elk and An¬ 
telopes which we saw in every direction 
feeding off the hills and plains. I do not think 
I exagerate when I estimate the number of 
Buffaloe which could be compreed [compre¬ 
hended] at one view to amount to 3000.” 
Throughout that summer and fall the expedi¬ 
tion encountered numerous animals new 
both to them and to science, not all of whom 
ended up in their cooking pots. These 
included white-tailed jackrabbits, mule deer, 
coyotes, and badgers (the last creature long 
known to Europeans, but until Lewis and 
Clark encountered them along the Missouri 
not known to live in North America). 

The abundant game did the expedition’s 
youngest member, George Shannon, little 
good when he accidentally got separated from 


the main party at the end of August. The expe¬ 
dition brought four horses with it (all lost, 
stolen, or dead by September). Shannon had 
gone out to look for two stray horses. Con¬ 
fused, he headed north up the Missouri think¬ 
ing that the party was ahead of him, when in 
fact it was still behind him, coming up the 
river. He continued heading north day after 
day, and the search parties sent out by the 
expedition could find no trace of him. Shan¬ 
non, Clark wrote in his journal, was not “a first 
rate Hunter,” and the captains feared he 
would starve to death on his own. He almost 
did. Running out of bullets, he managed to kill 
a rabbit by shooting a stick out of his rifle; 
other than that, all he had to eat for more than 
two weeks was wild grapes and plums he 
found along the river. Finally it occurred to 
him to try heading south, rather than contin¬ 
uing north, and after 16 hungry days on his 
own, he stumbled upon the Corps of Discov¬ 
ery. “Thus a man had like to have Starved to 
death in a land of Plenty,” Clark noted in his 
journal on September 11. 

INDIAN DIPLOMACY 

In his letter of instructions to Lewis in June 
1803, Thomas Jefferson had assigned many 
missions to the Corps of Discovery. Beyond 
finding the Northwest Passage, none was as 
important as the assignment to establish 
friendly relations with the Indian tribes living 
along the Missouri River and beyond. Before 
Lewis and Clark’s journey was over, they 
would come in contact with nearly 50 differ¬ 
ent Indian tribes, some of whom had never 
before seen a white man, let alone an Ameri¬ 
can soldier. 

Men who make good soldiers are not 
always the same men who make good diplo¬ 
mats. In his letter to Lewis, Jefferson took 
pains to impress on the young infantry officer 


Up the Missouri 47 


that he was to keep in mind his diplomatic 
responsibilities. He was going west to talk, not 
to fight. “In all your intercourse with the 
natives,” Jefferson wrote, “treat them in the 
most friendly & conciliatory manner which 
their own conduct will admit; allay all jeal¬ 
ousies as to the object of your journey, satisfy 
them of it’s innocence, make them acquainted 
with the position, extent, character, peaceable 
& commercial dispositions of the U.S., of our 
wish to be neighborly, friendly & useful to 
them... 

Among his other duties, Lewis was also 
instructed to act as a sort of tour director for 
prominent Native Americans. Jefferson be¬ 
lieved that a visit to Washington, D.C., would 


persuade Indian leaders of the value of coop¬ 
erating with the expanding American repub¬ 
lic: “If a few of their influential chiefs, within 
practicable distance, wish to visit us, arrange 
such a visit with them... 

The American West was a blank slate as far 
as white-Indian relations were concerned. 
Although neither western Indians nor white 
Americans had proven themselves especially 
peace-loving in the past, there had never been 
an armed conflict between the groups. If ini¬ 
tial contacts were properly handled, Jefferson 
hoped, there never need be one. On the other 
hand, no one could predict how the west¬ 
ern Indian tribes would react to the appear¬ 
ance of white strangers, however “friendly & 



Daniel A. Jenks drew the Platte River and two covered wagons being ferried across it in 1859 upon arriving 
at a camp (also drawn) in central Wyoming. (Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division 
[LC-USZ62-128883]) 
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conciliatory” their manner. If faced with su¬ 
perior force, Jefferson urged Lewis to return 
home rather than risk the loss of his own life 
and the life of his men in a losing battle: “In 
the loss of yourselves, we should lose also the 
information you will have acquired. ... we 
wish you to err on the side of your safety.. 

The expedition did not actually meet any 
Indians, friendly or otherwise, until the end of 
July, soon after they passed the mouth of the 
Platte River. Lewis and Clark knew from the 
information they had been given before set¬ 
ting out that once they reached the Platte they 
could expect to find villages of Otoe (Oto), 
Missouri, and other Indian tribes living 
nearby. On July 28, George Drouillard met a 
Missouri Indian, who told him that a mixed 



village of Otoe and Missouri could be found a 
few days travel inland. The captains dis¬ 
patched the French engage named La Liberte, 
the only Otoe speaker on the expedition, to 
establish contact with the village. 

Two days later the Corps of Discovery 
camped below a high bluff overlooking the 
Missouri, at a site near present-day Fort Cal¬ 
houn, Nebraska. They raised an American flag 
on a pole and waited there with mounting 
impatience for the Otoe whom La Liberte was 
supposed to bringing back. What they did not 
know was that La Liberte had taken advantage 
of his orders to abandon the expedition. Even¬ 
tually, Private George Gibson was dispatched 
to see what had become of La Liberte and the 
Indian delegation. 




This medal is one of many distributed by the U.S. government to American Indian leaders as gestures of 
“peace and friendship.” One side is a profile portrait of Thomas Jefferson, and the other shows clasped 
hands and a crossed tomahawk and peace pipe. (American Numismatic Society, New York) 
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Lewis’s Air Gun 

Time and again Lewis would report that the Indians they met along the way 
were “much astonished” by the firing of his air gun. When a weapon was fired 
in the early 19 th century, everyone around could hear and see the results. There 
was a ioud crack and a puff of black smoke as the gunpowder detonated. The 
Indians thus had good reason to be astonished when Lewis shot his specially 
designed weapon, and there was no noise beyond a little click and a whishing 
sound. Lewis’s novelty weapon was built for him by a gunsmith named Isaiah 
Lukens in Philadelphia. Its butt was a metal chamber designed to hold 
compressed air, pumped in beforehand with a device Lewis carried. The air 
pressure could be released by pulling the trigger, and its release projected a 
. 31 -caliber bullet out the barrel of the rifle with enough force to kill small game 
at close range. 


Finally at sunset on August 2, a French 
trader named Mr. Fairfong arrived at the expe¬ 
dition’s camp, accompanied by a party of Otoe 
and Missouri Indians. “Capt. Lewis & myself 
met those Indians,” Clark noted, “& informed 
them we were glad to See them, and would 
Speak to them tomorrow, Sent them Som ros- 
ted meat Pork flour & meal, in return they sent 
us Water millions [melons].” 

The next day they met the Indian chiefs on 
the embankment that Lewis and Clark named 
Council Bluff. With Fairfong serving as trans¬ 
lator, the captains went through a round of 
diplomatic gestures that would soon become 
routine. First they offered the Indians pres¬ 
ents, “in perpotion [proportion] to their 
Consiqunce,” as Clark would write. The bigger 
the chief, in other words, the better the pres¬ 
ent. Since Indian rank was not always as obvi¬ 
ously established as military rank, this could 
create problems if the captains misjudged just 
who was the biggest chief, but on this occa¬ 
sion they seemed to have guessed right. There 
was one important Otoe chief missing, named 
Little Thief. They sent him a bundle of cloth¬ 


ing, an American flag, and a Jefferson peace 
medal (a small medallion, specially produced 
for the expedition, which showed Thomas Jef¬ 
ferson’s likeness on one side, and two clasped 
hands superimposed on the words “Peace and 
Friendship” on the other.) They smoked a 
peace pipe with the Indian chiefs, and offered 
each a drink of whiskey. And Lewis fired off his 
air gun, which much “astonished the nativs,” 
according to Clark. 

The main event, however, was Lewis’s 
speech, his first chance to try out what 
became a standard oration. “Children,” Lewis 
proclaimed, establishing his claim to superior 
authority in his opening line: 

Commissioned and sent by the Great Chief 
of the Seventeen great nations of America 
[the United States], we have come to inform 
you, as we go to inform all the nations of red 
men who inhabit the borders of the Mis¬ 
souri, that a great council was lately held 
between this great chief of the seventeen 
nations of America, and your old fathers the 
french and the Spaniards; and that in this 
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great council it was agreed that all the white 
men of Louisiana, inhabiting the waters of 
the Missouri and Mississippi should obey 
the commands of this great chief; he has 
accordingly adopted them as his children... 

What was true for the white inhabitants of 
the Louisiana Territory also applied to the 
Indians, even though they had had no part in 
the deliberations of the “great council” that 
had wound up switching an old for a new 
father figure: 

Children. From what has been said you will 
readily perceive, that the great chief of the 
Seventeen great nations of America, has 
become your only father; he is the only 
father; he is the only friend to whom you 
can now look for protection . . . The great 
chief of the Seventeen great nations of 
America, impelled by his parental regard for 
his children on the troubled waters, has 
sent us out to clear the road, remove every 
obstruction, and to make it the road of 
peace between himself and his red children 
residing there.... 

Lewis went on in that vein at some length, 
with the French trader Fairfong translating, 
promising peace, friendship, trade, and pros¬ 
perity, if the Otoe and Missouri would just heed 
the good advice of the representatives of the 
great chief of the Seventeen American nations. 
What Lewis’s listeners made of this speech is 
hard to tell, but the captains perceived that 
they were in full agreement with its sentiments. 
“Those people express great Satisfa[ct]ion at 
the Speech Delivered,” Clark wrote in his jour¬ 
nal that evening, his own sense of satisfaction 
with the day’s proceedings very evident. 

On August 19, further up the Missouri, they 
met another party of Otoe and Missouri, this 
time including Little Thief, who had been miss¬ 
ing on August 3, and a Missouri chief named 


Big Horse. Once again Lewis gave his speech 
and showed off the airgun. The present-giving 
did not work out quite as well this time, how¬ 
ever: Big Horse felt he had been given less 
recognition by the whites than had Little Thief. 
The captains explained patiently that the real 
rewards were yet to come, when a peaceable 
trade network of all the Indian tribes was estab¬ 
lished stretching up the Missouri. The Otoe and 
Missouri were more concerned with the here 
and now than the golden future that the cap¬ 
tains promised. They wanted to know how 
much of the rich treasure trove found in the 
expedition’s three boats would be passed on to 
them before the white men left and distributed 
the remaining goods to other Indian tribes who 
they regarded as rivals if not enemies. Clark’s 
description of the outcome of this council was 
less glowing than the one he had written two 
weeks before. The Indians, obviously dis¬ 
pleased, hung around the camp long after the 
captains had politely suggested they go away 
and “beged much for wishey [whiskey].” 

On August 30, at Calumet bluff, near the 
present-day site of Gavins Point Dam in 
Nebraska, they held their third council, this 
time with chiefs of the Yankton Nakota Sioux 
tribe. The Sioux (Dakota, Lakota, Nakota) 
Indians’ formidable reputation on the plains 
had spread all the way to Washington, D.C. 
President jefferson had stressed the impor¬ 
tance of making “a friendly impression” on the 
Sioux, “because of their immense power.” The 
Sioux were composed of the Dakota, Lakota, 
and Nakota, each of which was made up of 
bands. Collectively and historically they were 
known as the Sioux but this was not the name 
the group used for themselves. The Sioux— 
especially the Lakota who lived farther west 
than the Dakota—were renowned as buffalo 
hunters and as mounted warriors. Many of the 
images that define popular memory in the 
United States of the Indians and their way of 
life, including the tipi and feathered head- 
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dresses, comes from the practices of the 
Lakota, as well as other nomadic tribes who 
lived further to the west like the Comanche 
and the Cheyenne. 

The Sioux were divided into numerous 
groups or bands speaking separate dialects. 
The Yankton Nakota occupied a region 
between the Missouri River and Minnesota. 
Though buffalo hunters, they also maintained 
some semipermanent villages. They were well 
disposed to white traders coming up the Mis¬ 


souri and gave Lewis and Clark a friendly 
reception. Pierre Dorion, a French trader who 
had been traveling upriver with the expedi¬ 
tion since June, and who had lived among the 
Yankton for many years, acted as translator. 

The talk about one Great White Father tak¬ 
ing the place of another was probably just as 
confusing to the Yankton as it had been to the 
other tribes who had already heard Lewis’s 
speech. And, as had been the case at the last 
council with the Missouri and the Otoe, the 
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Yankton could not understand why the whites 
were so stingy in distributing the riches they 
carried in their boats. The captains’ explana¬ 
tion that they came not as traders themselves 
but as explorers with a long way yet to travel 
did not make much sense to their listeners. But 
the chiefs responded favorably to the promise 
of the trade that would soon come their way 
from St. Louis, and one of their chiefs agreed to 
travel east to Washington, D.C., with Pierre 
Dorion the following year to meet this Great 
White Father that Lewis had spoken of so 
glowingly. Before the council ended, one of the 
Yankton passed along a friendly warning to 
Lewis and Clark about their cousins upstream, 
the Teton Lakota. According to Half Moon, a 
Yankton chief: “I fear those nations above will 
not open their ears, and you cannot, I fear[,] 
open them.” The captains quietly decided not 
to send Corporal Warfington and his detach¬ 
ment of soldiers back down the Missouri to St. 
Louis that fall as they had earlier planned. 
They might need every rifle they could muster 
in the weeks ahead. 

When they embarked on their diplomatic 
mission, Lewis and Clark set off with an 
oversimplified understanding of how Indian 
economies functioned along the Missouri. The 
Indians, they reasoned, had something the 
whites wanted, which was furs; the whites had 
something the Indians wanted, which was 
manufactured goods. Therefore, they believed, 
increased trade between whites and Indians 
seemed to be in everyone’s interests, and 
that fact alone, once properly understood, 
should have been enough to ensure peaceful 
relations between whites and Indians. 

But things proved more complicated. A 
U.S. diplomat on the Missouri could no more 
assume that the economic interests of the var¬ 
ious Indian tribes were identical than a U.S. 
diplomat in Europe could assume that those of 
the English, French, Dutch, and Spanish coin¬ 
cided. The Teton Lakota lived on both sides of 


the Missouri and ranged far to the west across 
the Plains in hunting and raiding parties. At 
the same time, they played a key role in the 
trade system of the upper Missouri River. They 
were intermediaries in that system, acquiring 
manufactured goods from other Dakota, 
Lakota, and Nakota groups who had direct 
contact with British traders in Canada and 
trading those goods to the tribes of Indians 
who lived a more settled existence as farmers 
along the upper Missouri River. Unlike the 
Yankton Nakota, the prospect of white traders 
coming up the Missouri thus seemed to the 
Teton an economic threat, not a welcome 
source of additional goods. Their own role in 
the upper Missouri River trading system would 
be undercut by an inflow of American manu¬ 
factured goods passing directly into the hands 
of tribes living along the Missouri such as the 
Arikara, Mandan, and Hidatsa. 

The Corps of Discovery had their long- 
anticipated and half-dreaded encounter with 
the Teton Lakota on September 24 at the 
mouth of the Bad River (near present-day Fort 
Pierre, South Dakota). The captains invited 
the Teton chiefs to come to a council on the 
riverside the next day. They hoped for the 
best, but as Clark noted in his journal that 
evening, they had ‘‘prepared all things for 
Action in Case of necessity.” The fact that the 
expedition’s last remaining horse was stolen 
by some Teton warriors that day did not bode 
well for what was to come. 

The next morning, the expedition nerv¬ 
ously awaited their guests on a sandbar at the 
mouth of the Bad River. The men had set up an 
awning to shade the captains and the chiefs 
during the council, and they raised the Ameri¬ 
can flag on a pole stuck in the sand. By late 
morning three Teton chiefs, Black Buffalo, the 
Partisan, and Buffalo Medicine, had arrived. 
There were also several hundred Teton who 
came and looked down at the white men from 
the riverbanks. Pierre Cruzatte, whose com- 
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mand of the Teton dialect was distinctly lim¬ 
ited, acted as translator. Lewis gave his speech, 
and then the captains ordered their men to 
parade by, in their dress uniforms, with their 
rifles on their shoulders. 

Then it came time to hand out gifts to the 
chiefs. Having decided that Black Buffalo was 
the Teton’s most important leader, the cap¬ 
tains presented him with a lavish offering of 
gifts. The other two chiefs, especially the one 
known as the Partisan, felt slighted by com¬ 
parison. The Partisan and Buffalo Medicine 
became surly. Black Buffalo, feeling that he 
could not allow the other chiefs to outdo him 
in willingness to stand up to the whites, added 
his own voice to their demands that the expe¬ 
dition hand over more of its goods, perhaps 
even one of the pirogues. The captains were 
not prepared to be quite that generous but, 
perhaps remembering Jefferson’s insistence 
that they convey to the Indians how “neigh¬ 
borly, friendly & useful” the United States 
could be, invited the three chiefs and some of 
their men on board the keelboat, which was 
anchored offshore. They also offered the 
chiefs a small glass of whisky each. That 
proved to be a mistake. 

Pretending he was drunk, the Partisan 
became “troublesome,” in what Clark later 
described “as a Cloak for his rascally inten¬ 
tions.” With some difficulty, the captains man¬ 
aged to get the chiefs off the keelboat and on 
board one of the pirogues, and he ferried 
them back to shore. Clark went along, while 
Lewis remained in command on the keelboat. 
As the pirogue touched land, three Teton war¬ 
riors grabbed hold of its bow cable, while the 
Partisan pushed up against Clark and 
declared that the whites could not proceed 
any further up river because “he had not 
receved presents sufficent from us.” With that, 
Clark’s capacity for the diplomatic niceties hit 
its limit. He drew his sword. Sergeant John 
Ordway recorded what happened next: 


Capt Clark spoke to all the party to Stand to 
their arms. Capt Lewis who was on board 
[the keelboat] ordered every man to his 
arms. The large Swivel loaded immediately 
with 16 Musquet balls in it, the two other 
Swivels loaded well with Buck Shot [and] 
each of them manned. 

The Indians watching from the riverbanks 
strung their bows and took aim at the corps. At 
that moment Black Buffalo stepped in. Unlike 
the Partisan, he did not seem eager for a fight. 
He ordered his warriors to release the 
pirogue’s cable, which he took in his own 
hands. Clark, uncertain of Black Buffalo’s 
intentions, spoke sternly, warning him, as 
Ordway recounted, “that we must and would 
go on . . . that we were not Squaws, but war¬ 
riors.” Black Buffalo replied that “he had war¬ 
riors too and if we were to go on they would 
follow us and kill and take the whole of us by 
degrees.” 

The corps had the better weapons, but 
they were badly outnumbered. At any 
moment, anger, pride, or an itchy trigger fin¬ 
ger could have unleashed a hail of gunfire and 
arrows that would have left many men dead 
on both sides. It was Black Buffalo who found 
the way to defuse the confrontation. He sud¬ 
denly asked Clark if the women and children 
of his tribe would be able to visit the keelboat. 
Clark agreed, and, honor satisfied by this con¬ 
cession, Black Buffalo let go of the cable. The 
two sides lowered their weapons and the cri¬ 
sis passed. Black Buffalo and two warriors 
came along on the keelboat to spend the 
night with the expedition. The Corps moved 
upriver to an island landing where most of 
them slept poorly. “I call this Island bad 
humered island,” Clark later wrote, “as we 
were in a bad humor.” 

The next day, at Black Buffalo’s invitation, 
they visited his village. Lewis went on shore 
with some of the party, while Clark remained 
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on board the keelboat, anchored well offshore 
for safety. Eventually deciding that Black Buf¬ 
falo’s intentions were friendly, for the moment 
at least, Clark joined Lewis in the village. All 
that day and long into the night there was 
feasting and speeches and dancing, and a pre¬ 


tense on both sides that the unpleasantness of 
the day before had never happened. But it was 
several days later before the expedition 
stopped watching the shore nervously for a 
Teton ambush. The Teton Lakota, Clark 
declared, were “the pirates of the Missouri,” 
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and he foresaw nothing but trouble with them 
in the future until the United States made 
them “feel a dependence on its will for their 
supply of merchandise.” 

On October 8, near the mouth of the 
Grand River, the Corps of Discovery encoun¬ 
tered a tribe more to their liking. The Arikara 
were farmers growing corn and tobacco. They 
lived in earthen lodges in permanent settle¬ 
ments. For white explorers who were a long 
way from home, coming across such a village 
offered a reassuring glimpse of stability and a 
pattern of life familiar to those who had 
grown up in rural Virginia and Kentucky. “All 
Tranquillity,” Clark recorded in his journal 
after three days in the company of the 
Arikara. Good relations were furthered by 
presence of a good interpreter, Joseph Grave¬ 
lines, a French fur trader who had been living 
with the Arikara. Lewis gave his speech, gifts 
were distributed, peace pipes smoked. Some 
of the men in the expedition enjoyed even 
closer relations with the Arikara women, who, 
as Clark observed in his journal without fur¬ 
ther comment, were “very fond of carressing 
our men.” 

York’s presence on the expedition had 
gone virtually unmentioned in the journals 
until the Arikara noticed him and decided 
that he was by far the most fascinating 
member of the Corps of Discovery. “Those 
Indians wer much astonished at my Servent,” 
Clark noted on October 10, “they never Saw a 
black man before, all flocked around him & 
examind him from top to toe, he Carried on 
the joke and made himself more turribal 
than we wished him to doe.” York enjoyed the 
attention, especially from the younger Ari¬ 
kara, and pretended to be a bear in human 
form. “The children would follow after him,” 
John Ordway wrote, “& if he turned towards 
them, they would run from him & hollow 
[holler] as if they were terrefied, & afraid 
of him.” 


TO THE MAN DAN VILLAGES 

On October 12, the Corps of Discovery bade 
farewell to the Arikara and set off once again 
up the Missouri. The weather was turning 
cold. Clark, suffering from rheumatism, felt its 
effects cruelly. Their late start that spring and 
the frequent halts to hold councils with Indian 
tribes had put the expedition behind sched¬ 
ule. The captains decided that they would not 
be able to travel farther than the known and 
mapped portion of the Missouri before mak¬ 
ing their winter encampment. 

On October 24, it snowed a little in the 
morning. Clark’s rheumatism felt a bit im¬ 
proved, he reported in the journal. Later that 
day, at a location along the Missouri north of 
present-day Bismarck, North Dakota, Lewis 
and Clark met a Mandan chief named Sheheke, 
or Big White, who was out hunting along the 
river. They met “with great Cordiallity & Ser- 
mony [ceremony].” They smoked a peace pipe 
on shore and later invited Sheheke and his 
brother aboard the keelboat “for a few minits.” 

The next day, October 25, other Mandan 
rode downriver on horseback to marvel at the 
sight of the non-Indian newcomers. “Indeed,” 
Clark wrote in his journal, “they are contin- 
uelly in Sight Satisfying their Curriossities as 
to our apperance &c.” The trees along the 
river were now bare of leaves. 

On October 26 they arrived at Sheheke’s 
village, known as Mitunka, and made their 
camp. The Mandan were delighted at the 
arrival of the expedition. Never before had 
such a large party of non-Indians come up the 
river to the Mandan villages. “Many men wo¬ 
men Children flocked down to See us,” Clark 
wrote in his journal. Clark’s rheumatism was 
acting up again, and he stayed at the keelboat 
while Lewis walked to the village with She¬ 
heke. But other Mandan chiefs came to 
smoke peace pipes with Clark and marveled 
at the men’s possessions, including a steel 
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On their return journey, Lewis and Clark convinced Big White to go to 
Washington to meet Thomas Jefferson and discuss trade possibilities with 
the United States. Clark gave Big White non-Indian clothing for this journey. 
Wi-Jun-Jon, an Assiniboine chief shown here, also wore white men's clothing 
when he visited Washington in about 1837. (Library of Congress, Prints and 
Photographs Division [LC-USZC2-^t^]) 


mill they had brought along to grind corn. 
Clark noted the Mandan were also 
“delighted” at the sight of “my black Servent,” 
York. All in all, things were going well. The 
Corps of Discovery had traveled 1,600 miles 


up the Missouri since setting off under that 
“jentle brease” nearly five and a half months 
earlier. They could go no further in 1804. The 
Mandan would be their neighbors until 
spring returned. 






5 

“The Most 
Perfect Harmoney” 

Winter at Fort Mandan 


As Captains Lewis and Clark contem¬ 
plated the tasks that lay before them 
in settling their men into winter quar¬ 
ters on the farthest western frontier ever 
explored by Americans, the man who had sent 
them there, President Jefferson, was attending 
to his official duties in the capital of the 
United States. They were more than 1,000 
miles and, seemingly, worlds apart. But it is 
worth noting that Lewis and Clark would have 
more neighbors in their immediate vicinity 
that winter than would Jefferson. Four thou¬ 
sand people lived in Washington, D.C., in 
1804; some 4,500 lived in the five villages 
occupied by members of the Mandan and 
Llidatsa tribes. These villages were the center 
of a vast trading network stretching across 
much of the northern half of the Louisiana 
Territory, and as such they had long served as 
a magnet for French and British traders ven¬ 
turing south from Canada. Together, the vil¬ 


lages constituted a frontier metropolis, a cen¬ 
ter of trade and diplomatic intrigue, and the 
most important permanent community of 
Native Americans that the Corps of Discovery 
would encounter on their journey across the 
continent. 

THE MAN DAN VILLAGES 

Since the early 18th century, the Mandan vil¬ 
lages had been one of the few geographical 
reference points along the upper Missouri 
River known to Europeans and white Ameri¬ 
cans. A French explorer named Pierre La 
Verendrye undertook several notable efforts 
in the 1730s to find a route across the North 
American continent to the Pacific. He failed to 
find an overland route on a 1731 expedition, 
but he was interested afterward to hear from 
Indians of a river flowing from the west that 
might serve as a water route (he did not real- 
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ize this was the same river whose mouth 
on the Mississippi had been discovered by 
his countrymen Marquette and Joliet a half- 
century earlier). In 1738 La Verendrye headed 
south from a fur trading post in the valley of 
the Assiniboine River in New France to see if 
he could find it. La Verendrye had also been 


intrigued by rumors of a tribe of fair-skinned, 
“civilized” Indians living along river he sought. 
He found the Missouri, and with it nine popu¬ 
lous villages of Mandan Indians, then located 
near the mouth of the Heart River. La Ve¬ 
rendrye failed to discover the Northwest Pas¬ 
sage, but the journal of his trip provided 



By painting Hidatsa Indians as various as young male hunters, mothers carrying their children, an old man 
with a rifle, and a bundled figure resting beneath a tree, Karl Bodmer was able to depict the condensed and 
eclectic population of the Hidatsa village in this 1833 painting entitled Winter Village of the Manitaries 
(Hidatsa) in Dakota Territory. (National Archives [NWDNS-in-SC-g2845]) 
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With their village looming on a cliff behind them, a few Hidatsa Indians are shown here in dugout canoes, 
probably fishing to bring food back to the tribe. (Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division 
[LC-USZ62-28804]) 


Europeans with their first glimpse of the Man- 
dan and their potential importance as trading 
partners along the Missouri. 

As a group, the Mandan tribe was, in fact, 
paler-skinned and lighter-haired than many 
other Indians, and Mandan also seemed more 
“European” to the explorers who encountered 
them than did other Plains Indians because of 
their preference for a sedentary, agriculture, 
and trade-based economy. In time, this gave 
rise to a myth that the Mandan were the likely 
descendants of a legendary Welsh king who 
had supposedly brought hundreds of his sub¬ 
jects to the New World centuries before 
Columbus’s arrival. Among his many other 


instructions to Lewis, Thomas Jefferson had 
urged him to determine whether there was 
any truth to this tale of the Mandan’s sup¬ 
posed Welsh ancestry. 

Mandan fortunes took a turn for the worse 
toward the end of the 18th century, when the 
tribe’s numbers were greatly reduced by 
smallpox epidemics. With a smaller popula¬ 
tion, the villagers could no longer easily fend 
off raids by hostile nomadic tribes. For safety’s 
sake, the survivors abandoned their old vil¬ 
lages near the mouth of the Heart River where 
La Verendrye had found them and moved 
about 60 miles further up the Missouri to their 
present location near the mouth of the Knife 
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The Mandan Indians lived in earthen lodges like the one shown above in a photograph taken by Edward 
Curtis in the early 20th century. (Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division [LC-USZ62--n4$&2]) 


River. The Mandan now lived in just two vil¬ 
lages. The southernmost of these, located on 
the west bank of the Missouri, was called 
Mitutanka. Its chief was Sheheke, or Big White 
(so called because he was both pale and fat); 
he was the Mandan chief whom Lewis and 
Clark had met along with his hunting party on 
the Missouri. Further up the river, on the east 
bank, was the second Mandan village, Nup- 
tadi. Its chief was Black Cat. A little farther 
west, along the banks of the Knife River, lay 
three Hidatsa villages, whose important chiefs 
included Black Moccasin and Le Borgne, also 
known as One Eye. (The Hidatsa were known 
by various other names, depending on which 
village they belonged to; Lewis and Clark 
called some of them Minnetaree, and others 
Wattason or Ahaharway. To simplify things, 
they will all be referred to here as Hidatsa, the 
name that remains in current usage.) 

To outward appearance there was not 
much to distinguish the villages occupied by 
the two main tribes: Each consisted of a col¬ 


lection of dome-shaped earthen lodges clus¬ 
tered together for protection within low 
wooden palisades and surrounded by fields 
in which they grew corn and other crops. But 
the tribes spoke distinct languages, and dif¬ 
fered in other ways that would prove to have 
great significance to the future success of 
Lewis and Clark’s expedition. While the Man¬ 
dan rarely ventured far from their home vil¬ 
lages, Hidatsa warriors ventured out on 
raiding parties hundreds of miles to the 
west—as far as the headwaters of the Mis¬ 
souri on the eastern slopes of a distant 
mountain range. 

PROMISES OF 
PEACE AND TRADE 

As always when they encountered new Indian 
tribes, the first thing Lewis and Clark did was 
set up a formal council meeting. They hired a 
locally based French-Canadian trader, Rene 
Jessaume, as interpreter; he had lived among 
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the Mandan and Arikara for many years, and 
he had a Mandan wife. (Jessaume and his wife 
would move into the expedition’s quarters 
that winter so that his services as an inter¬ 
preter would always be available.) The cap¬ 
tains scheduled the council meeting for 
October 28. But high winds and blowing sands 
forced a postponement to the next day, and it 
also kept some of the most important Mandan 
and Hidatsa chiefs from attending. So the 
meeting was rescheduled. 

On October 29, at a site on the eastern 
bank of the Missouri across from the Mandan 
village of Mitutanka, Mandan and Hidatsa 
assembled to hear what the white strangers 
had to say. The captains made the usual 
speeches and presented the usual medals. 
Lewis fired the air gun, which drew the usual 
astonished response. But, as had also hap¬ 
pened before, Lewis and Clark had a hard time 
persuading their audience that an era of 
peaceful relations among the Missouri River 
tribes, guaranteed by the new Great White 
Father in the East, was really at hand. An 


Arikara Indian had come up the Missouri with 
Lewis and Clark as a peace delegate, and, en¬ 
couraged by the captains, pledged his tribe’s 
peaceful intentions for the future. The Man¬ 
dan, who generally avoided warfare unless 
attacked, would have liked to believe their 
southern flank was now secure from attack. 
But they remained skeptical about the value of 
promises offered by “liars and bad men” like 
the Arikara. 

If Lewis and Clark’s promises of peace 
seemed overblown to their Indian listeners, 
their promises of trade goods coming up the 
Missouri from St. Louis sparked genuine 
enthusiasm, particularly among the Mandan. 
More traders bringing more goods in competi¬ 
tion with the British traders from the Hudson’s 
Bay company and the North West Company 
would work to the economic advantage of the 
Mandan. Black Cat and Big White, the principal 
Mandan chiefs, made it clear to Lewis and 
Clark that they were welcome to spend the 
winter. What it took the captains a while to 
realize was the Mandan were also angling to 


Smallpox and the Fate of the Mandan Tribe = 

Before the coming of the white men, North American Indian tribes suffered lit¬ 
tle from epidemic diseases. Smallpox, a contagious disease with a high mortal¬ 
ity rate, arrived with British settlers on the eastern seaboard in the 17th century. 
Smallpox, to which the Indians had no developed immunity as some Europeans 
had, devastated many eastern tribes and followed white settlement inland. In 
1781 the Mandan had been hard hit by a smallpox epidemic spread by increas¬ 
ing contact with whites. But worse was to come in 1837, when a steamboat trav¬ 
eling up the Missouri carried a new round of infection. This time the Mandan 
population was reduced to a mere 150 survivors. Other tribes suffered similar 
losses. After the epidemic ran its course, remnants of the Hidatsa and Mandan 
banded together in one village; later joined by the Arikara, they became known 
as the Three Affiliated Tribes. Their descendants live today on the Fort Berthold 
Reservation in North Dakota. 
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cut their closest Indian neighbors out of the 
deal; the Mandan spread rumors among the 
Hidatsa that the whites were up to no good, 
perhaps even planning an attack on their vil¬ 
lages in alliance with the Sioux. While Black Cat 
and Big White frequently visited the captains 
that winter, the Hidatsa chiefs stayed away. 

WINTER QUARTERS 

Their council concluded, Lewis and Clark 
turned their attention to the ever more press¬ 
ing task of getting their men under cover. By 
November 3 the enlisted men were construct¬ 
ing the fort that would be their winter home 
on the eastern bank of the Missouri across 
from Mitutanka and seven miles below the 
mouth of the Knife River. Fort Mandan was a 


triangular structure. Sergeant Gass, the expe¬ 
dition’s master carpenter, left a detailed 
description of its design and construction in 
his journal: 

The following is the manner in which our 
fort and huts were built; the huts were in two 
rows, containing four rooms each, and 
joined at one end forming an angle. When 
rasied [raised] about 7 feet high a floor of 
[split planks] were laid, and covered with 
grass and clay; which made a warm loft. The 
upper part [of the huts] projected a foot over 
and the roofs were made shed-fashion, ris¬ 
ing from the inner side, and making the 
outer wall about 18 feet high ... In the angle 
formed by the two rows of huts we built two 
rooms, for holding our provisions and stores. 



The expedition’s master carpenter, Sergeant Patrick Gass, included a detailed description and etching of the 
process of building a line of huts, perhaps Fort Mandan and adjoining shelter, in his journal. (Library of 
Congress, Prints and Photographs Division [LC-USZ62-ig23o]) 
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This view into the interior of the hut of a Mandan chief shows a group of Indians sitting on buffalo robes 
watching the central figure who is illuminated by the sunlight that sifts through a hole at the top of the 
lodge. To the left the artist included the horses, which were kept inside to protect them from inclement 
weather and thieves. (Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division [LC-USZ62-2086]) 


The third side of the triangle consisted of a 
high log fence with a gate in the middle. The 
fort would be home that winter to 35 soldiers: 
Lewis and Clark and 26 enlisted men who 
would go west with them, plus Corporal Warf- 
ington and six soldiers who would accompany 
him in the keelboat back to St. Louis in the 
spring. There were also a number of civilians 
who would live in the fort, including York and 
Drouillard, fessaume and his Mandan wife, 
and others yet to arrive. The French engages 
had been discharged and paid off by the time 
Fort Mandan was under construction; a few 


stayed at the fort, while others spent the win¬ 
ter with the Mandan and Hidatsa or headed 
down the Missouri to stay at the Arikara vil¬ 
lages with a French trader, Joseph Gravelines. 
Another addition to the fort’s inhabitants was 
a French trapper they met at the Mandan vil¬ 
lages, Jean-Baptiste Lepage, who on a previ¬ 
ous trapping expedition had traveled a few 
dozen miles farther up the Missouri; the cap¬ 
tains persuaded him to enlist in the U.S. Army, 
and he became part of the permanent party 
that would set out westward the following 
spring. 
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Fort Mandan and Neighboring Mandan and Hidatsa 
Villages, November 1804-April 1805 and August 1806 



■ Fort 

A Indian village 

□ Other important site 

O Present-day city (provided for 
reference; these did not exist 
at the time of the expedition) 


1. "... half a mile lower down the river, began to clear a 
place for a camp and fort. We pitched our tents and laid 
the foundation of one line of huts.” 

—Patrick Gass, November 2,1804 

2. “The Indians in all the towns and camps treated Captain 
Lewis and the party with great respect, except one of the 
principal chiefs . . . Horned Weasel, Who did not chuse to 
be seen by the Capt., and left word that he was not at 
home, &.c.” 

— William Clark, November 27, 1804 

3. . . went up to the 1st village of Mandans to dance . . . 
carried with us a fiddle & a Tambereen &. a Sounden 
horn, ... So we danced in different lodges until late in 
the afternoon, then a part of the men returned to the fort, 
the remainder Stayed all night in the village.” 

—John Ordway, January l, 1805 


4 - “About five o’clock this evening, one of the wives of 
Charbonneau was delivered of a fine boy. . . . her labor 
was tedious and the pain violent. ... he administered 
two rings of [rattlesnake] to the woman, broken in small 
pieces with the fingers, and added to a small quantity of 
water. . . . she had not taken it more than ten minutes, 
before she brought forth.” 

—Meriwether Lewis, February 11, 1805 

5 - “We do not go on so rapidly as we did higher up the river: 
but having lashed our small canoes together, we go on 
very safe and can make fifty or sixty miles a day. Captain 
Lewis is getting much better and we are all in good 
spirits. . . . and we proceeded on, .. .” 

—Patrick Gass, August 19, 1806 

Note: Original spelling and punctuation have been retained 
from journal entries. 


The men building the fort needed little 
encouragement to work hard. By the last 
week of November, they were sleeping under 
the roofs of their newly competed huts—just 
in time, as it turned out, because snow was by 


now beginning to fall regularly. Clark 
recorded 13 inches on the ground November 
29. By the first week of December the Mis¬ 
souri River was covered with ice. The keel- 
boat and pirogues were frozen at the water’s 






















The Most Perfect harmoney” 65 


edge (the captains’ failure to have the boats 
dragged ashore before the freeze seems a 
serious misjudgment). If there had been any 
doubt in the minds of the Corps of Discovery 
as to how completely they were cut off 
from the world they had left behind the pre¬ 
vious May, the sight of the newly frozen river 
must surely have dispelled it. No matter what 
happened, there was no retreat now until 
spring came. 

The days were short, and the brief appear¬ 
ance of the winter sun provided little warmth. 
On December 7 Clark recorded in his journal 
that the temperature was 44 degrees “below 
Breizing [freezing]’’ in the morning (or 12 
degrees below zero). Before the winter was 
over it would get a lot colder, down to 42 
degrees below zero. With few trees to block the 
wind blowing down from the Canadian 
prairies, the windchill effect could have 
deadly consequences. “Our rooms are verry 
close and warm,” Sergeant Ordway wrote of 
the huts in the fort, “So we can keep ourselves 
warm and comfortable, but the Sentinel who 
stood out in the open weather had to be 
relieved every hour....” Any trip outside could 
have painful consequences. Toes, fingers, and 
ears froze. The captains soon became expert 
at treating frostbite, and none of the men 
seem to have lost any vital body parts. 

When the men were not on duty, they 
relaxed with the simple pleasures available to 
them. They played backgammon or socialized 
with the Indians (chiefly Mandan) who came 
in large numbers almost every day to witness 
the curious novelty of a large number of white 
men living together in their midst. Many 
times the Indian visitors would spend the 
night. When darkness fell Cruzatte would 
bring out his fiddle to entertain the expedition 
members and their guests; as Clark noted in 
his journal toward the end of the winter, “fiew 
nights pass without a Dance." The heavens 


also provided some entertainment; the men 
were treated to a display of the northern lights 
in November, and a total eclipse of the Moon 
in January. 

An army, it is often said, travels on its 
stomach. In this case the army was sitting 
still, but the men still needed to eat prodi¬ 
giously to keep up their energy in the bitter 
cold. Fortunately, supplying food was never 
much of a problem at Fort Mandan, espe¬ 
cially not in the early months of winter. Hunt¬ 
ing parties brought in buffalo, deer, and 
antelope, some killed within sight of the fort. 
The Corps of Discovery also traded with the 
local Indians for corn. The expedition black¬ 
smiths, John Shields and Alexander Willard, 
set up a forge with bellows and anvil just 
after Christmas, and they started to both 
repair and manufacture iron goods for trade. 
The Mandan particularly desired iron war 
axes, for which they eagerly traded their 
dried corn. 

Unlike the previous winter at Camp Wood, 
discipline was not a problem at Fort Mandan. 
The captains had established their authority 
over the men and won their loyalty. There was 
only one court-martial, of a man who climbed 
over the wall of the fort rather than ask to be 
admitted at the gate. Though he was sen¬ 
tenced to 50 lashes, the sentence was never 
carried out. That would prove the last court- 
martial Lewis and Clark convened. At winter’s 
end Lewis would be able to write proudly to 
Jefferson: 

every individual of the party are in good 
health, and excellent sperits; zealously 
attatched to the enterprise, and anxious to 
proceed; not a whisper of discontent or 
murmur is to be heard among them; but all 
in unison, act with the most perfect har¬ 
money. With such men I have every thing to 
hope, and but little to fear. 
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While the enlisted men carried out the 
routine tasks of garrison duty, the captains 
had their own business to attend to. First of 
all, they had to tie up some of the diplomatic 
loose ends left over from their council meet¬ 
ing in October. Lewis and Clark realized that 
the ffidatsa had felt slighted by them since 
their arrival, and they worried that because 
so many British traders lived in their midst, 
the Hidatsa would favor the Hudson’s Bay 
and North West Companies over potential 
U.S. rivals. In late November Lewis went up 
to the Hidatsa villages to win them over. He 
handed out gifts and assured the Hidatsa 


chiefs that, notwithstanding the rumors 
passed along by the Mandan, the expedition’s 
intentions were strictly peaceful. Trade with 
the Americans, he assured the Hidatsa, would 
work to the benefit of both the Mandan and 
their tribe. He also won a promise from some 
of the Hidatsa chiefs to make peace with their 
western enemies, the Shoshone and Black- 
feet (a promise they were happy to offer to 
the gift-bearing white men since it cost them 
nothing and in any case had little intention of 
keeping it). 

At the Mandan villages Lewis and Clark 
faced a new diplomatic challenge: establish- 


The Trading Network of the Plains Indians 

The tribes who lived in more or less permanent agricultural villages along the 
Missouri River, including the Mandan, Hidatsa, Arikara, Pawnee, Wichita, and 
Omaha, were linked to the nomadic, buffalo-hunting groups such as the Lakota 
and Nakota in a vast and intricate trade network. The nomadic tribes would bring 
buffalo hides to annual gatherings at the agricultural villages to trade for food 
and tobacco, and for manufactured goods that came down from Canada and up 
from St. Louis. Just how far-reaching this trade extended became dear to the 
captains when they were returning from the Pacific in 1806 and found one of the 
battle axes that John Shields had manufactured at Fort Mandan in the winter of 
1805 in the hands of the Nez Perce Indians, on the western side of the Rockies. 

In the “Estimate of the Eastern Indians,” which the captains sent back to 
Washington in spring 1805, they offered a detailed description of how the Man¬ 
dan Indians fit in to the Plains trading network. The Mandan, they wrote, 

live in fortified villages . . . and cultivate com, beans, squashes and tobacco, 
which form articles of traffic with their natives the Assiniboin [a Canadian tribe]: 
they also barter horses with the Assiniboins for arms, ammunition, axes, kettles, 
and other articles of European manufacture, which these last obtain from the 
British establishments on the Assiniboin river. 

The Mandan then bartered the European goods for horses and “leather 
tents” (by which they probably meant buffalo skins), from western Indian 
tribes, including the Crow and Cheyenne “who visit them occasionally for the 
purpose of traffic.” 


ing and maintaining proper relations with the 
British traders from the Hudson’s Bay and 
Northwest Companies who came down from 
Canada to do business with the Mandan and 
Hidatsa. This was one area in which Jefferson 
had not provided any guidance in his 1803 
letter of instruction to Lewis, beyond express¬ 
ing the hope that any British traders they 
“may happen to meet” would be prepared to 
extend them “friendly aid.” He had not antic¬ 
ipated that the Corps of Discovery would set¬ 
tle down for its winter encampment in a 
major trading center such as the Mandan vil¬ 
lages where they would have the opportunity 
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for extended conversations and interaction 
with the British. 

Lewis had a hard time disguising his deep 
and long-held anti-British sentiments; he had 
not forgiven them for his father’s death in the 
Revolution. But, along with Clark, he did his 
best to assure the British traders that, not¬ 
withstanding the transfer of the Louisiana Ter¬ 
ritory to U.S. control, they were still welcome 
to do business with the Indian tribes along the 
Missouri River. However, they did insist that 
the British should no longer hand out medals 
or the British flag as gifts to the Indians, 
because that would only confuse the tribes as 


European (and, increasingly, American) goods such as muskets, iron pots, 
metal fishhooks, and woven cloth made life easier for the Indians in this trade 
network. But they also encouraged a new and more wasteful attitude toward 
natural resources as Indians began to overhunt their territories for the animal 
hides and furs valued by the Europeans. 



Buffalo hides were versatile assets in the trade network; they could be used as tipi 
covers, clothing, robes, and bedding. They were also used to transport family 
belongings during travel. (Bureau of Laud Management) 
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to which Great White Father they owed their 
ultimate allegiance. If Lewis and Clark had 
anything to say on the matter, there would be 
no more Indian chiefs in the Louisiana Terri¬ 
tory bedecked in medals bearing the likeness 
of King George. 

The British traders (a number of whom 
were Frenchmen in the service of the British 
fur trading companies), offered no challenge 
to U.S. authority and indeed provided the 
captains with some valuable services. Hugh 
McCracken of the North West Company 
agreed to carry a letter from Lewis to the 
Assiniboine Indians and the traders who lived 
among them at the Northwest Company out¬ 
post 150 miles away in Canada, advising them 
of the Louisiana Purchase and its implications 
for the future of trade in the region. 
McCracken and other British traders also pro¬ 
vided Lewis and Clark with a great deal of use¬ 
ful geographical information. Clark noted in 
his journal in mid-December that a trader 
named Hugh Heney had given them “Some 
Scetches of the Countrey between the Missis¬ 
sippi & Missouri,’’ and even more important, 
“Some Sketches . . . which he had obtained 
from the Indins, to the West of this place.” So 
Anglo-American diplomatic relations in this 
remote corner of the Louisiana Territory could 
be described as proper that winter, even if 
they never were entirely friendly. “Captain 
Lewis could not make himself agreeable to 
us,” North West Company trader Charles 
Mackenzie complained after visiting Fort 
Mandan in January 1805. “He could speak flu¬ 
ently and learnedly on all subjects, but his 
inveterate disposition against the British 
stained, at least in our eyes, all his eloquence.” 

TAKING STOCK 

The captains now had the opportunity to set 
down a detailed account of all that they had 


learned on their journey thus far up the Mis¬ 
souri River. In spring Corporal Warfington 
and his detachment would take the keelboat 
back to St. Louis, the last chance Lewis and 
Clark would have to communicate the won¬ 
ders they had thus far seen to President Jef¬ 
ferson, until their own return from the 
Pacific. 

Clark went back over his journal entries 
and the reports he had gotten since from Indi¬ 
ans and British traders and drew up the most 
accurate map yet available of the wandering 
trail of the Missouri River between St. Louis 
and the Mandan villages. Lewis wrote out a 
“summary view of the rivers and creeks which 
discharge themselves into the Missouri . . .” 
which, in addition to describing the location 
of the river junctions they had passed, con¬ 
tained a great deal of carefully observed if 
somewhat miscellaneous observations about 
the character of the various rivers (“The river 
Platte does not furnish the Missouri with it’s 
colouring matter, as has been asserted by 
some,” Lewis wrote, “but it throws into it 
immence quantities of sand, and gives a celer¬ 
ity to it’s current, of which it does not abate 
untill it joins the Mississippi”). 

Lewis and Clark reported on and prepared 
to send back samples of 108 types of plants 
and seeds they had gathered en route. They 
reported on and prepared to send back sam¬ 
ples of 68 types of minerals they had dug out 
along the shoreline of the Missouri. They 
labeled and prepared to send back samples of 
the animals they had encountered thus far, 
including bones, horns, animal hides, and a 
few live specimens of smaller and more trans¬ 
portable creatures, including the prairie dog, 
which must have spent a boring winter in his 
little cage. They boxed up Clark’s journal and 
prepared to send it back as a record of their 
own efforts since first proceeding on up the 
Missouri. 
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On February 19, 1806, Thomas Jefferson drafted a letter to the U.S. Congress informing the members of 
the discoveries of Lewis and Clark. (National Archives [NWL-46-PRESMESS9AE2-2]) 
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Perhaps their greatest contribution to the 
knowledge of Americans about the new 
Louisiana Territory was a report they prepared 
and entitled “Estimate of Eastern Indians,” 
summarizing all that they had learned, 
through direct observation or from reports by 
others, of dozens of Indian tribes and bands 
living along the Missouri. They reported on 
the location of the various tribes, their 
economies, their customs, their attitudes 
toward whites, and their relations with other 
Indians. There was much valuable anthropo¬ 
logical and historical information in this “esti¬ 
mate,” but as official representatives of the 
United States, Lewis and Clark obviously 
intended their report first and foremost to 
serve the trade and diplomatic purposes of 
their government, rather than the cause of sci¬ 
ence. The captains had their clear favorites 
and villains among the Indians they de¬ 
scribed. Thus they drew a stark contrast 
between the character of two groups they had 
met on the Missouri, the Arikara and the Teton 
Lakota: “Though they [the Arikara] be the old¬ 
est inhabitants [living along their territory on 
the shore of the Missouri] they may properly 
be considered the farmers or tenants at will of 
that lawless, savage and rapacious race the 
Sioux Teton, who rob them of their horses, 
plunder their gardens and fields, and some¬ 
times murder them. ... If these people were 
freed from the oppression of the Tetons, their 
trade would increase rapidly....” 

Jefferson thought so highly of the “esti¬ 
mate” when he received it late in 1805 that 
he had it reprinted as an official report to 
Congress the following year. Lewis and 
Clark also prepared vocabulary lists of the 
Indian languages they had encountered 
thus far, as well as assembling for shipment 
samples of Indian material culture, includ¬ 
ing weapons, pottery, and buffalo robes (buf¬ 
falo furs). 


RAIDS AND CELEBRATIONS 

The winter routine at Fort Mandan was inter¬ 
rupted on several occasions by dramatic 
events. The first occurred at the end of 
November, when a Mandan crossed the river 
from Mitutanka bringing news that Lakota 
Sioux and Arikara warriors had attacked a 
Mandan hunting party, leaving one dead, two 
wounded, and stealing nine of their horses. 
This was a grave challenge to U.S. diplomacy 
on the Missouri; it had only been a month 
since the captains had laid their prestige on 
the line trying to broker a peace agreement 
between the Arikara and the Mandan and 
Hidatsa tribes. Lewis and Clark decided that a 
show of military strength was called for, so 
with 21 armed men Clark set off across the 
frozen Missouri to offer his services to the 
Mandan in hunting down the Lakota Sioux 
and Arikara war party. 

But the Mandan would have none of it. 
They knew better than Lewis and Clark what it 
meant to go chasing out over the plains 
through deep snow in the dead of winter. The 
Lakota Sioux and Arikara were well on their 
way home by then, and vengeance could wait 
until the spring. The Mandan pointed out that 
they had never had much faith in Arikara 
promises of good behavior. Clark and his men, 
probably a little embarrassed by the whole 
episode, returned to the fort. 

The next time the Lakota Sioux struck it 
was the Americans who were their victims. On 
February 14 a four-man detachment from the 
fort, led by George Drouillard, headed south 
to bring in some meat killed by an earlier 
hunting party. They were set upon by a much 
larger band of Lakota Sioux (Drouillard 
reported there were 105 all told, although how 
he made such an exact count remains a mys¬ 
tery) who stole two of their three horses as 
well as a couple of knives. Such a large band of 
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Lakota Sioux could easily have killed the four 
Americans, if they had wanted to, and carried 
off their rifles as booty; it seems, however, that 
they just wanted to send a message about who 
really was in charge along the Missouri. 

When Drouillard reported back to the fort, 
Lewis set out with a party of American soldiers 
and some Mandan warriors to attack the 
raiders, but after a fruitless pursuit over 30 
miles of frozen landscape they gave up the 
chase. The captains feared renewed Lakota 
Sioux attack; as John Ordway noted in his 
journal, a French fur trader brought word that 
the Lakota Sioux " [s] ay if they can catch any 
more of us they will kill us for they think that 
we are bad medicine . . .” But the Americans 
had no more encounters with Teton Lakota 
Sioux that winter, and when spring came they 
would leave their territory far behind. 

Christmas and the New Year brought hap¬ 
pier diversions from routine. On Christmas 
Eve Lewis and Clark distributed flour, dried 
apples, and pepper—rare treats to supple¬ 
ment the men’s usual diet of game and corn— 
for the next day’s holiday feast. On Christmas 
Day, according to the account left by Private 
foseph Whitehouse: 

We ushred in the morning with a discharge 
of the Swiwel [gun], and one round of Small 
arms of all the party, then another from the 
Swivel, then Capt. Clark presented a glass of 
brandy to each man of the party, we hoisted 
the american flag, and each man had 
another glass of brandy, the men prepared 
one of the rooms and commenced dancing, 
at 10 oC [O’clock] we had another Glass of 
brandy, at one a gun was fired as a Signal for 
diner, half past two another gun was fired to 
assemble at the dance, and So we kept it up 
in a jovel [jovial] manner until Eight oC 
[O’clock] at night, all without the compy 
[company] of the female Seek [sex].... 


New Year’s Day brought another round of 
celebrations. The captains ordered the can¬ 
non fired at the fort to mark the occasion. 
Then, at the invitation of the Mandan in 
Mituntaka, Clark and 16 of the expedition 
members, bringing a fiddle, a tambourine, 
and a horn, visited the village. Moving from 
one earthen lodge to the next, they danced 
with the Indians for much of the day (and 
some continued the celebrations through the 
night). The Indians “much admir’d” the men’s 
dancing, Private Whitehouse recorded, “fre¬ 
quently signifying their approbation by a 
Whoop they gave . ..” According to Clark, the 
Mandan were “somewhat astonished” at 
York’s dancing abilities, “that so large a man 
should be so active.” (York was a source of 
never-ending fascination to the Indians that 
the Corps of Discovery encountered en route 
along the Pacific. On another occasion during 
the winter at Fort Mandan, he inadvertently 
helped the captains in their campaign to 
build better relations with one of the more 
aloof Hidatsa chiefs, Le Borgne. The chief, 
convinced that York was just a white man 
painted a darker color, spat on his finger and 
rubbed it on York’s bare skin to see if the color 
would come off. When it did not, Le Borgne 
decided that the black man was Big Medicine 
indeed, meaning that he had powerful magi¬ 
cal powers.) 

Meanwhile, the celebration of the New 
Year continued. On January 2, it was Lewis’s 
turn to take a group of soldiers over to the sec¬ 
ond Mandan village, Nuptadi, for more danc¬ 
ing. And from lanuary 3 to January 5 the 
Mandan invited the soldiers to join them at a 
Buffalo Calling Dance, a ritual celebration that 
they believed would bring big herds of buffalo 
near the villages for their hunters to kill. The 
white men were particularly fascinated by one 
part of the ritual, in which hunters offered the 
sexual services of their wives to other men, 
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believing that to do so would bring them luck 
in the hunt. Many of the young American sol¬ 
diers (although apparently not Lewis and 
Clark themselves) eagerly took part in this 
part of the festivities—several months later, 
Clark noted in his journal that “venerials 
Complains” (sexually transmitted disease) 
was “verry Common” among the Corps’ 
enlisted men. In any case, the ritual seemed to 
work; within a couple of days a herd of buffalo 
wandered in off the plains and furnished vil¬ 
lagers and soldiers alike with a welcome sup¬ 
ply of fresh meat. 

GETTING READY 
FOR SPRING 

In February Lewis and Clark began to give 
serious thought to their spring departure. The 
men chopped the boats free of the river ice 
that had imprisoned them since November 
and hauled them ashore to make repairs. At 
the beginning of March they cut down and 
began hollowing out cottonwood trees to 
make six dugout canoes, to replace the keel- 
boat that Corporal Warfington would take 
downriver to St. Louis. By the end of March 
the river ice was beginning to break up. Clark 
was impressed by the “extraordinary dexter¬ 
ity” of the Indians, as they jumped from one 
ice floe to another and as they pulled the car¬ 
casses of drowned buffalo from the river. 

Lewis and Clark resolved to be on their 
way westward the first week in April. They 
had a much better idea of what to expect 
along the way than they had when they 
arrived in October, thanks to their Mandan 
and Hidatsa hosts. The Indians had sketched 
maps of the western Missouri for them, 
sometimes painted onto animal skins, some¬ 
times traced out on the earthen floors of the 
winter lodges. The contributions of the 
Hidatsa were particularly helpful, since they 


had traveled as far west as the Rocky Moun¬ 
tains. Lewis and Clark understood for the 
first time that the Missouri did not simply 
travel in a straight line west after leaving the 
Mandan villages. That meant that they would 
have more miles to travel along the actual 
winding course of the river than they had 
originally thought. Thanks to their Indian 
informants, it would be a lot easier for them 
to calculate their progress to their final goal, 
for they now knew the approximate distance 
to the various large rivers emptying into the 
Missouri they would find along the way. Soon 
after leaving the villages they would come to 
the Little Missouri River entering from the 
south, followed by the far more impressive 
Yellowstone River, also entering from the 
south. There would be two rivers entering the 
Missouri from the north, the White Earth 
River, a fairly small one, followed some days 
later by the only important northern tributary 
of the Missouri, known to the Hidatsa as The 
River Which Scolds at All Others. Then they 
would find the mouth of the Musselshell 
River on the south, and a few days after that 
they would come to the most unmistakable 
landmark of all, the Great Falls of the Mis¬ 
souri. They would have to leave the river at 
that point for a portage around the falls—but 
this detour, they were assured, was no more 
than a half-mile. 

Once past the Great Falls the Missouri bent 
to the southwest. As they neared the Rocky 
Mountains they would come to three forks in 
the river. They were to take the westernmost 
fork, which would lead them up and over the 
mountains, past the headwaters of the Mis¬ 
souri and over the Continental Divide. On the 
other side, after another short portage, they 
would come to the headwaters of what was 
described to them as the south fork of the 
Columbia River, which would lead them to 
the main body of the Columbia and then to 
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the Pacific. Clark calculated that from their 
portage across the Continental Divide to the 
Pacific would be a water journey of no more 
than 300 miles. He thought that meant that, 
with luck, they could make it to the Pacific and 
back to the Mandan village before the next 
winter set in. 

There was one potential problem with this 
route, and that was getting across the Rockies. 
Even if, as they believed, it was only a few 
miles by land from the headwaters of the Mis¬ 
souri to the headwaters of the Columbia, and 
even if, as they also believed, the Rockies were 
only a few thousand feet high, the expedition 
still had a lot of supplies it needed to transport 
over the mountains, including trade goods, 
weapons and ammunition, cooking gear, 
tools, and rations. That added up to a load 
impossible for the men to carry on their backs. 
They decided that it would be necessary, once 
they reached the end of the Missouri’s waters, 
to purchase horses from the Shoshone Indi¬ 
ans, a tribe they knew lived in that region. 
Unlike the Mandan and Hidatsa, however, the 
Shoshone had never seen white men before. 
They spoke neither English nor French, and 
Lewis and Clark, of course, spoke no 
Shoshone. Establishing contact with the 
Shoshone, explaining their mission to them, 
and bartering for horses might prove difficult. 

SACAGAWEA 
JOINS THE EXPEDITION 

But, as fate would have it, the solution to their 
problem was waiting for them in one of the 
Hidatsa villages. For there a 47-year-old 
mixed-race (part French, part Indian) trader 
named Toussaint Charbonneau lived, along 
with his two Indian wives. Early in November 
1804 Charbonneau came to the fort, then 
under construction, to see if he could interest 
the captains in his services as a translator. The 


captains were interested, and they took him 
on at a salary of $25 a month. Considered on 
his own merits, Charbonneau did little to earn 
his pay; Lewis would later describe him as “a 
man of no particular merit,” and most histori¬ 
ans have subsequently agreed. 

But Charbonneau did provide one invalu¬ 
able service and that was bringing his teenage 



This monument in City Park, Portland, Oregon, is a 
tribute to Sacagawea, shown here carrying her son. 
She joined the expedition as the wife of Toussaint 
Charbonneau and later proved indispensable to the 
crew as a translator among the Shoshone. She was 
integral to a trade for horses that made the passage 
across the Rockies possible. (Library of Congress, 
Prints and Photographs Division [LC-USZ62-gji4i]) 
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Members of the Corps of Discovery . - 


Captains Meriwether Lewis and 

Private Reuben Field 

William Clark 

Private Robert Frazer 

York, Clark’s servant 

Private George Gibson 

Touissant Charbonneau, translator 

Private Silas Goodrich 

Sacagawea, wife of Charbonneau 

Private Hugh Hall 

Jean-Baptiste Charbonneau, 

Private Thomas P. Howard 

infant son of Sacagawea 

Private Francois Labiche 

and Charbonneau 

Private Baptiste Lepage 

George Drouillard, interpreter 

Private Hugh McNeal 

and hunter 

Private John Potts 

Sergeant Patrick Gass 

Private George Shannon 

Sergeant John Ordway 

Private John Shields 

Sergeant Nathaniel Pryor 

Private John B. Thompson 

Private William Bratton 

Private William Werner 

Private John Collins 

Private Joseph Whitehouse 

Private John Colter 

Private Alexander H. Willard 

Private Pierre Cruzatte 

Private Richard Windsor 

Private Joseph Field 

Private Peter M. Wiser 


wife Sacagawea (Sacajawea) along on the ex¬ 
pedition (he left his older wife in the Hidatsa 
village). Sacagawea, whose name meant Bird 
Woman in Hidatsa, was about 15 years old 
when Lewis and Clark met her. She was a 
Lemhi Shoshone, born into a band that 
roamed a territory straddling the Continental 
Divide in present-day southeastern Idaho and 
southwestern Montana. She had not come to 
live among the Hidatsa by choice; five years 
earlier, as a girl of about 10, she had been kid¬ 
napped by Hidatsa raiders near the three forks 
of the Missouri River and carried back to the 
Knife River village as a captive. In 1803 Char- 
bonneau acquired her as a wife, either by buy¬ 
ing her or, according to some stories, winning 
her in a bet. 

The captains may not have appreciated 
just how useful she was going to be when they 


first invited Charbonneau and his young wife 
to move into Fort Mandan, but during the 
course of the winter, her participation entered 
more and more into their plans and calcula¬ 
tions for the next year’s journey. With Saca¬ 
gawea as an unofficial part of the Corps of 
Discovery, when they found the Shoshone 
they would have a much better chance of 
obtaining those essential horses. Sacagawea 
could translate from Shoshone to Hidatsa, 
Charbonneau could translate the Hidatsa into 
French, and one of the other French speakers 
on the expedition could translate into English 
for the captains to understand. Then the chain 
of translation could be reversed. It would be a 
cumbersome system, but there were no better 
options available. 

There was one complication: Sacagawea 
was pregnant, and on February 11, 1805, she 
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went into labor. The delivery did not go well. 
Lewis, who handled most of the expedition’s 
medical chores that winter, acted as her mid¬ 
wife. Finally, acting on the advice of Rene Jes- 
saume, Lewis offered the struggling mother a 
drink of water with the dried rattle of a rat¬ 
tlesnake crumbled in it. ft seemed to do the 
trick: Ten minutes after drinking the concoc¬ 
tion, Sacagawea had successfully delivered 
her baby, a son named Jean Baptiste Charbon- 
neau, who became better known by his nick¬ 
name, “Pomp.” 

Sacagawea had seven weeks to regain her 
strength and nurse her new baby before it was 
time to go. At the start of April 1805, the Corps 
of Discovery—the party that would attempt to 
follow the water route to the Pacific—had 


taken final form. Some 40 men had sailed 
up the Missouri to the Mandan village in fall 
1804. One, Sergeant Floyd, had died en route. 
A half-dozen or so French engages had been 
discharged at the start of the winter. Trapper 
Jean-Baptiste Lepage joined up at Fort Man- 
dan. Corporal Warfington and six soldiers 
(including the disgraced deserter Moses Reed 
and the court-martialed John Newman) 
would sail back on the keelboat to St. Louis, 
along with some of the engages, and the inter¬ 
preter Joseph Gravelines acting as pilot. 

Thirty-one men, one woman and an 
infant, along with Lewis’s big black New¬ 
foundland Seaman, were about to sail up the 
unknown Missouri. 


6 

“This Little Fleet” 

Up the Unknown Missouri 


At 4 p.m. on April 7, 1805, the Corps of 
Discovery proceeded on once again, 
this time heading up the Missouri, 
toward territory that no white men had ever 
seen. To mark the occasion, and for the first 
time since setting down a brief spate of jour¬ 
nal entries in September 1804, Meriwether 
Lewis started making regular daily entries in 
his journal. Over the next few months he 
would be inspired to compose some of the 
most famous passages in the literature of 
exploration, including the following passage 
from April 7. “This little fleet,” he wrote, 
meaning the expedition’s white and red 
pirogues, plus the six new dugout canoes: 

altho’ not quite so rispectable as those of 
Columbus or Capt. Cook, were still viewed 
by us with as much pleasure as those 
deservedly famed adventurers ever beheld 
theirs.... We were now about to penetrate a 
country at least two thousand miles in 
width, on which the foot of civilized man 
had never trodden; the good or evil it had in 


store for us was for experiment yet to deter¬ 
mine, and these little vessels contained 
every article by which we were to expect to 
subsist or defend ourselves. 

Despite the uncertainty about what would 
befall the expedition as it headed into the 
unknown, Meriwether Lewis was sure of one 
thing: “I could but esteem this moment of my 
departure as among the most happy of my 
life." 

THE JOURNEY RESUMES 

Feeling the need for exercise, Lewis set out 
briskly on foot along the shore that afternoon 
while the men maneuvered the clumsy new 
dugouts against the Missouri’s current. He 
walked all the way to the second Mandan vil¬ 
lage, Nuptadi, six miles from the fort, where 
he hoped to say goodbye to Chief Black Cat. 
The chief was not to be found in the village, so 
Lewis walked back down the river to where the 
expedition made its first night’s encampment, 
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a mere three miles from their starting point. 
Next day’s progress was little better, slowed by 
the swamping of one of the canoes, and the 
need to stop and dry in the sun a barrel of 
gunpowder that had gotten soaked. 

But by the third day the expedition hit its 
stride, making nearly 24 miles upstream. On 
April 10 they made nearly 19 miles. By April 12 
they had reached the first major landmark they 
had been told to watch for by the Hidatsa, the 
mouth of the Little Missouri River. During their 
last months on the river in 1804 they had been 
heading northward on the Missouri; now, com¬ 
ing to the section of the river that would 
become known as the Big Bend, they were at 
last heading more or less due west. 

Lewis seemed pleased with everything he 
saw. He described the country along this 
stretch of the Missouri as “one continuous 
level fertile plain as far as the eye can reach,” 
and a little later on as “extensive and 


extreemly fertile high plains and meadows.” 
Little grew upon that “fertile plain,” however, 
except short grass and sagebrush. Hardly a 
tree was to be seen past the river’s edge. The 
farther west they traveled into the High Plains 
region, the drier the climate grew. Although 
the captains said nothing in their journals 
about any disagreement on the subject, Clark 
seemed less enchanted with the western 
countryside. Although his journal entries 
often echoed Lewis’s, over the next few 
months adjectives like fertile rarely appeared 
in Clark’s descriptions of the landscape. 

Game was scarce at first because hunting 
parties from the Mandan and Hidatsa villages 
had thoroughly harvested the region during 
the long winter season; the expedition had 
traveled for four days before Drouillard and 
Clark finally killed a deer. Sacagawea helped 
fill the expedition’s larder by gathering wild 
Jerusalem artichokes. The river also hosted an 



Like buffalo, herds of pronghorn antelope provided a welcome addition to the expedition’s diet. (U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service) 
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abundant population of bird life, including 
brant, geese, swans, gulls, ducks, and whoop¬ 
ing cranes. When Clark killed a goose on April 
13, Lewis climbed to the top of “a lofty cotton¬ 
wood tree” to collect an egg from its nest, 
whether out of scientific curiosity or hunger 
for fried egg he did not say. 

After five months of sedentary garrison 
life, the Corps of Discovery enjoyed returning 
to the now-familiar routine of river travel. 
Each morning, one of the captains would take 
up position as commander of the little fleet, 
riding in the white pirogue. The other cap¬ 
tain—more often than not, Lewis—would 


walk along the shore, often accompanied by 
Drouillard. After their nightly meal Cruzatte 
would break out his fiddle. Sometimes the 
men would be rewarded for a good day’s 
progress with a dram of whiskey. 

Each night Lewis and Clark would sit by 
the campfire and write in their journals. When 
it was time for bed, the captains, along with 
Charbonneau, Sacagawea, and Drouillard, 
slept in a tipi of “dressed Buffaloe skins.” This 
was one of the few instances on the expedi¬ 
tion in which rank obviously had its privileges; 
the enlisted men apparently slept in the open. 
Their old enemies the mosquitoes were in evi- 


The Buffalo and the Plains Indian Economy ^ 

On the Corps of Discovery’s return from the Pacific in 1806, Clark saw 20,000 
buffalo in one day. Those numbers were far greater than the total number of all 
the Indians of all tribes Lewis and Clark would encounter in their two-year jour¬ 
ney. There may have been as many as 25 million buffalo in North America then. 

The ancestors of modern buffalo roamed the plains of the North American 
continent for hundreds of thousands of years. Human beings came along, across 
a temporary land bridge that spanned the Bering Strait 15 to 18 thousand years 
ago, and made their own way to the Plains. The Indian cultures that emerged 
near the buffalo came to depend on them, not only for meat, but for the hides 
that the Indians made into clothing and shelter, the sinews that they used for fas¬ 
tenings, and the bones that could be made into tools. The Indians had hunted 
buffalo on foot for thousands of years, stampeding them off high cliffs or past a 
row of archers. The introduction ofthe horse amongthe Plains Indian tribes after 
the 16th century greatly increased the range and effectiveness of buffalo 
hunters. Even so, the herds were so vast that hunting had little effect; prairie 
wolves, rather than human beings, were the buffalo’s principal predator. Lewis 
was astonished at the lack of fear buffalo displayed in the presence of humans. 
“[T]he bull buffaloes particularly will scarcely give way to you,” he wrote on May 
4,1805. “I passed several in the open plain within fifty paces, they viewed me for 
a moment as something novel and then very unconcernedly continued to feed.” 

The coming ofthe white hunters, with their high-powered rifles, doomed the 
buffalo and the Plains Indian economy that depended on the animal. By the end 
ofthe 19th century there were only about 300 adult buffalo left in all of North 
America. 
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dence early on: “I saw a Musquetor today,” 
Clark wrote resignedly on April 9. 

By the second week out, they no longer 
had to worry about food. “I saw Several Small 
parties of antelope,” Clark recorded in his 
journal of April 17, “large herds of Elk.... also 
a Beaver house.” Clark killed a buffalo and 
four deer while walking alone along the shore 
on April 21; that same day, Lewis, along with a 
party including Drouillard, Ordway, and Potts, 
accounted for three deer, two beavers, and 
four buffalo calves. The young buffalo, Lewis 
noted, were “very delicious . . . equal to any 
veal I ever tasted.” He also wrote approvingly 


of the taste of beaver tail and beaver liver. The 
men killed for food, not for sport, and little 
went to waste. To feed the 33 members of the 
expedition, the hunters needed to bring in 
four deer or antelope or one buffalo every day. 
If they had too much fresh meat for immedi¬ 
ate consumption, they cut the surplus into 
small strips and dried it, carrying it along as 
jerky for days when the hunters were less suc¬ 
cessful. 

Through April and into May, the expedi¬ 
tion’s little fleet had to contend with high 
winds blowing eastward, slowing and even 
occasionally halting their progress. The wind 



Titled The Last of the Buffalo, this Charles M. Russell work depicts three American 
Indians near a tipi. One of them is carving a buffalo horn while another smokes 
from a calumet and a third reclines with a bow and arrows. (Library of Congress, 
Prints and Photographs Division [LC-USZ62-115204]) 
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severely tested the boat-handling skills of the 
Corps of Discovery; some were found want¬ 
ing. On April 13 Touissant Charbonneau had 
been entrusted the helm of the white pirogue. 
This was the expedition’s most important boat 
now that the keelboat was heading back to St. 
Louis, since it carried medicine, trade goods, 
and the captains’ journals, as well as Saca- 
gawea, Pomp, and several nonswimmers 
among the soldiers. Disaster loomed when a 
sudden shift in the wind’s direction, followed 
by a miscalculation by Charbonneau at the 
rudder, nearly tipped the white pirogue over. 
With Lewis shouting orders, Drouillard seized 
the rudder from the hapless Charbonneau, 
while other men took down the sails. The boat 
and its precious cargo were saved. 

Even when their lives were not directly 
endangered by it, the wind made everyone 
miserable. Windblown sand inflamed eyes 
and gummed up the works of Lewis’s pocket 
watch: “we are compelled to eat, drink, and 
breathe it...” he complained on April 24. 

WHERE NO WHITE MAN 
HAD BEEN BEFORE 

Despite the hardships of the journey, the trav¬ 
elers were sustained by pride in their accom¬ 
plishments. Every mile they sailed westward, 
they knew they were making history. On April 
14, a week out from the Mandan villages, they 
reached a small creek running into the Mis¬ 
souri that they named after Charbonneau. 
Given that this was the same man who had 
nearly sunk the white pirogue the day before, 
it may seem strange that the captains 
bestowed this honor upon him. But as Lewis 
explained in his journal: “[W]e called [it] Shar- 
bono’s Creek, after our interpreter who 
encamped several weeks on it with a hunting 
party of Indians, this was the highest point to 
which any whiteman had ascended; except 


two Frenchmen who having lost their way had 
straggled a few miles further, tho’ to what 
place precisely I could not learn.” One of the 
“two Frenchmen” Lewis referred to was Jean- 
Baptiste Lepage, who had enlisted as a mem¬ 
ber of the expedition the previous November. 
Lewis’s account turned out to be not entirely 
accurate; unknown to him, another French- 
Canadian trader had traveled as far as the 
mouth of the Yellowstone River a few years 
earlier. But as far as Lewis knew, once the 
expedition had gone a few miles past Char- 
bonneau’s creek—present-day Bear Den 
Creek—the Corps of Discovery had entered a 
region that no white person had ever seen 
before. 

On April 22 they reached the White Earth 
River, the first of two rivers entering the Mis¬ 
souri from the north that the Hidatsa had told 
them to expect. Lewis optimistically esti¬ 
mated from its appearance that its headwa¬ 
ters must lie deep in Canadian territory near 
the Saskatchewan River and that the river 
would be navigable most of the way there. (If 
true, that would have been excellent news for 
American fur-trading interests, but in reality 
the river stopped well short of the Saskat¬ 
chewan region.) 

On April 25, two and a half weeks after 
their departure, they came to a truly momen¬ 
tous juncture, the mouth of the Yellowstone 
River. Eager to get to the river, Lewis had left 
the little fleet behind on the Missouri that 
morning and hiked overland with four men 
and his dog, Seaman. Lewis got his first 
glimpse of the Yellowstone from a hilltop, 
which revealed “a most pleasing view of the 
country, particularly of the wide and fertile 
vallies formed by the missouri and the yellow- 
stone rivers, which occasionally unmasked by 
the wood on their borders disclose their 
meanderings for many miles through these 
delightfull tracts of country.” The Hidatsa had 
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spoken glowingly of the lush Yellowstone 
country, of the abundance of furs waiting to 
be taken by trappers, and of the river’s year- 
round navigability all the way to the foot of 
the Rocky Mountains. Following Jefferson’s in¬ 
structions, the expedition would have to stick 
to the Missouri River on their westward trek, 
but the captains had already decided to 
include a side trip down the Yellowstone on 
their return. 

At noon on the next day, Clark and the rest 
of the expedition reached the mouth of the 
Yellowstone. That night the captains author¬ 
ized the distribution of a dram of whisky for 
each man, and there was fiddle music and 
dancing around the campfire in celebration of 
reaching “this long wished for spot,” as Lewis 
described it. 

CROSSING MONTANA 

Proceeding on past the mouth of the Yellow¬ 
stone up the Missouri on April 27 the expedi¬ 
tion crossed the invisible line that would be 
the future state border between North Dakota 
and Montana. Those early days in the Mon¬ 
tana wilderness were among the most blessed 
in the memory of the explorers. For one thing, 
they were feeling very well fed. Game proved 
so plentiful that hunting came to resemble a 
shopping trip: “We can send out at any time 
and obtain whatever species of meat the 
country affords in as large quantity as we 
wish,” Lewis wrote on May 8. Sacagawea con¬ 
tinued to prove her value to the expedition, 
identifying and gathering wild edible plants 
along the way, like the “delicious froot,” prob¬ 
ably the Missouri or buffalo currant, that she 
offered to Clark on April 30. 

Even in early May there were some snowy 
days (“a verry extraodernarey climate,” Clark 
commented on May 2, “to behold the trees 
Green & flowers spred on the plain, & snow an 


inch deep”). But the expedition journals also 
were filled with entries recording “a fine 
day” or “a fine morning.” And, regardless of 
weather, the scenery was a constant delight. 
Lewis noted on May 4 that the “country on 
both sides of the Missouri continues to be 
open level fertile and beautifull as far as the 
eye can reach ...” Clark, as usual, dropped the 
“fertile,” but conceded in his own entry for 
that day that the countryside was “rich high 
and butifull...” 

The expedition continued to make good 
progress up the Missouri. The Hidatsa had 
told them they would encounter a major river 
entering the Missouri from the north, The 
River Which Scolds at All Others, about 500 
miles to the west of the Mandan villages. Sure 
enough, on May 8, a month and a day after 
their departure, they came across its mouth. 
Finding the Indian name too much of a 
mouthful, they renamed it the Milk River. 
Lewis was once again hopeful that the Milk 
“might furnish a practicable and advanta¬ 
geous communication with the Saskaashiwan 
river” and the rich fur-trapping region around 
it (and, once again, as at the White Earth River, 
he proved mistaken). 

As the Missouri began to cut a deeper 
channel through the surrounding country¬ 
side, its high, crumbling riverbanks posed a 
new threat to the expedition. “I sometimes 
wonder,” Lewis wrote on May 11, “that some 
of our canoes or perogues are not swallowed 
up by means of the immence mass of earth 
which are eternally precipitating themselves 
into the river.” 

But human error proved more dangerous 
than nature. Once again Charbonneau had 
been allowed to take the rudder of the white 
pirogue, and once again he proved unfit. On 
May 14 a sudden squall caught the little fleet 
unaware. Lewis and Clark were both on shore, 
violating their usual rule that one of them 
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Encounters with a Grizzly —= 

Montana’s abundant wildlife included one new creature whose acquaintance 
the Corps of Discovery would have preferred not to have made: the grizzly bear. 
The Mandan had warned the corps of the grizzly’s fierceness. They never hunted 
for the bears unless they had six or more warriors along. Despite this warning, 
Lewis and Clark tended to discount the grizzly’s fierce reputation. Lewis and 
another hunter killed a young male grizzly on April 29. Although it took three 
shots to bring the bear down, Lewis wrote complacently in his journal that 
night: “The Indians may well fear this anamal, equipped as they generally are 
with their bows and arrows, but in the hands of skillful riflemen they are by no 
means as formidable or dangerous as they have been represented.” 

On May 5 Clark and Drouillard encountered another grizzly, “a very large 
and turrible looking animal, which we found verry hard to kill” according to 
Clark. It took 10 musket balls, five of them in the lungs, to bring the beast 
down. When they measured it afterward, they found that the bear stood well 
over eight feet tall and had nearly five-inch-long talons; they estimated that it 
weighed more than five hundred pounds. Lewis adopted a more respectful 
tone in his journal: “I find that the curiousity of our party is pretty well satis- 
fyed with rispect to this anamal.” They may have been done with grizzlies, but 
grizzlies were not done with them. On the late afternoon of May 11 Private 
Bratton encountered a bear along the shore and shot him through the lungs; 
severely wounded as he was, the bear then pursued Bratton for half a mile 
before giving up the chase. Lewis sent a party out to finish off the wounded 
grizzly and confessed in his journal pages that he would “reather fight two 
Indians than one bear.” 


should remain aboard the white pirogue. See¬ 
ing it turned broadside to the wind and begin¬ 
ning to take on water, all they could do was 
yell desperately from the shore for Charbon- 
neau to come about, or turn the boat. As Lewis 
wrote disgustedly in his journal that night: 
“Charbono, still crying to his god for mercy, 
had not yet recollected the rudder, nor could 
the repeated orders of the bowsman, Cruzat, 
bring him to his recollection untill he threat¬ 
ened to shoot him instantly if he did not take 
hold of the rudder and do his duty . . .” 
Cruzatte’s threat worked; Charbonneau finally 
grabbed the rudder and turned the boat into 


the wind. The men bailed the water with cook¬ 
ing pots, and the pirogue was saved. 

Though Charbonneau disgraced himself, 
his wife impressed the men of the Corps of 
Discovery with her coolheaded competence. 
Even Lewis, who did not yet seem to hold 
Sacagawea in high regard, wrote warmly of 
her performance that day: “The Indian 
woman, to whom I ascribe equal fortitude and 
resolution with any person on board at the 
time of the accident, caught and preserved 
most of the light articles, which were washed 
overboard.” Her actions were all the more 
remarkable, considering she had to keep her 
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When Lewis and Clark made their journey, there may have been more than 
100,000 grizzly bears roaming the area that was destined to become the lower 
48 states of the United States. Today there are perhaps 1,100 left, most of them 
on national parkland in Montana and Wyoming. 


Seemingly calm and approachable in the photograph, the grizzly bear is actually a 
fierce animal that can run up to 35 miles per hour and weigh up to 1,500 
pounds. (National Park Service) 


infant son, Pomp, safe. At camp that night the 
captains had a ration of whiskey from their 
dwindling supply distributed to the men to 
calm everybody’s nerves—probably including 
their own. 

Although the men often had to jump into 
the river or scramble along the sharp stones 
and slippery mud of the riverbank in order to 
pull the boats through shallow or rapid 
stretches with towropes, they made continued 
progress. On May 20 the Corps of Discovery 
reached the Musselshell River, another of the 
landmarks they had been told to look for. On 
May 29 they came to the mouth of a river 


entering the Missouri from the south that had 
gone unmentioned by the Hidatsa. Clark took 
the opportunity to name it Judith’s River, after 
Julia (Judith) Hancock, a young girl he knew 
back home. After his return from the expedi¬ 
tion, Julia, by then aged 16, became his wife; 
her river would in time become known as the 
Judith River, without the apostrophe and s. 

SPECTACULAR LANDSCAPE 

Starting in the third week of May, snow¬ 
capped mountains began appearing on the 
horizon. On May 17 Clark spotted some high 
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peaks to the north of the river, westward from 
their position: They were part of the Little 
Rocky Mountains, an outlying range detached 
from and well east of the Rockies. On May 25 
Clark noted more mountains to both the 
north and south of the Missouri: these were 
the Little Rocky and Bears Paw ranges to the 
north and the Judith range to the south. Clark 
understood that these mountains were not 
the long-sought Rockies described to them by 
the Hidatsa. But in the distance, farther to the 
southwest, he saw another “range of high 


mounts.” Although Clark did not speculate in 
his journal as to the identity of those high 
mounts, Lewis saw them the next day and 
instantly decided they must be the Rockies. 
He confessed to his journal his “secret pleas¬ 
ure” in arriving “so near the head of heretofore 
conceived boundless Missouri. . .” (In reality, 
the peaks hovering tantalizingly on the south¬ 
west horizon were probably the Highwood 
Mountains, still another detached range, and 
not part of the Rockies.) Lewis’s pleasure in 
viewing the mountains was not unmixed; he 
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confessed to some worries about the “suffer¬ 
ings and hardship” that “this snowey barrier 
would most probably throw in my way to the 
Pacific...But he concluded on a more opti¬ 
mistic note: “I will believe it a good comfort¬ 
able road untill I am compelled to believe 
differently.” 

The mountains were spectacular but dis¬ 
tant. Closer at hand, the hills and bluffs that 
now lined the river provided some of the most 
wondrous scenery the expedition had yet 
encountered. They were entering the section 
of the river later designated the Missouri 
Breaks. In the White Cliffs area of the Missouri 
Breaks, the river had cut deeply through sur¬ 
rounding layers of shale and sandstone. The 
towering cliffs that resulted on either side of 
the river had eroded over hundreds of thou¬ 
sands of years into fantastic shapes that 
seemed, especially to someone with a roman¬ 
tic temperament like Meriwether Lewis, a 
kind of dream landscape. In his journal entry 
for May 31, Lewis described that day’s journey 
as having passed through scenes “of visionary 
enchantment.” In another of the justifiably 
famous journal entries he made that spring, 
Lewis wrote of the White Cliffs: 

The water in the course of time in decend- 
ing from those hills and plains on either 
side of the river has trickled down the soft 
sand cliffs and woarn it into a thousand 
grotesque figures, which with the help of a 
little immagination and an oblique view, at 
a distance are made to represent eligant 
ranges of lofty freestone buildings, having 
their parapets well stocked with statuary; 
collumns of various sculptures both 
grooved and plain, are also seen supporting 
long galleries in front of those buildings; in 
other places on a much nearer approach 
and with the help of less immagination we 
see the remains of ruins of eligant build¬ 


ings; some collumns standing and almost 
entire with their pedestals and capitals; oth¬ 
ers retaining their pedestals but deprived by 
time or accident of their capitals, some 
lying prostrate and broken othe[r]s in the 
form of vast pyramids of connic structure 
bearing a sereis of other pyramids on their 
tops becoming less as they ascend and 
finally terminating in a sharp point. 

On June 2, still within the Missouri Breaks, 
they came to the mouth of another unex¬ 
pected river. This one posed a problem more 
difficult than what to name it because, unlike 
the fudith, it entered the Missouri from the 
north. From what the Hidatsa had told Lewis 
and Clark the previous winter, or at least from 
what they had understood them to say, the 
expedition should already have passed the 
last major northern tributary of the Missouri, 
the River Which Scolds at All Others, which 
they had renamed the Milk. Was this then the 
real Scolding River, or another river entirely? 
Or was it a fork in the Missouri that had also 
gone unmentioned—and if so, which fork was 
the one that would lead them to the Rockies? 

In reality they had stumbled across an 
entirely separate river—and not a very im¬ 
pressive river at that. Had it not been swollen 
by spring rains upstream, they never would 
have been mistaken it for a fork of the mighty 
Missouri. But the captains needed to make 
sure. From fune 3 through June 12 the ex¬ 
pedition camped at the junction of the two 
rivers, at a place later known as Decision 
Point. 

Already by the afternoon of June 3, Lewis 
and Clark had a strong hunch that the south¬ 
ern “fork” was the real Missouri. The northern 
river was muddier than the southern, and the 
captains reasoned that it had gotten that way 
by running a long way through open plains. 
The southern river being clearer, it seemed 


86 •=♦> Across America: The Lewis and Clark Expedition 


more likely that it flowed a relatively shorter 
distance out of the mountains, and was thus 
the river they wanted to follow. But most of 
the enlisted men were not persuaded by the 
captains’ argument, and that included men 
whose opinions about rivers were worth tak¬ 
ing seriously, like the experienced boatman 
Cruzatte. 

Taking the wrong fork now would mean 
delay or even worse. To “mistake the stream at 
this period of the season . . Lewis wrote in 


his journal on June 3, “and to ascend such 
stream to the rocky Mountain or perhaps 
much further before we could inform our¬ 
selves whether it did approach the Columbia 
or not, and then be obliged to return and take 
the other stream would not only loose us the 
whole of the season but would probably so 
dishearten the party that it might defeat the 
expedition altogether.’’ The fate of the Corps 
of Discovery rested on the decision Lewis and 
Clark would now make. 


7 


To the Missouri 
Headwaters 


The Corps of Discovery faced a seri¬ 
ous choice and would have to make 
sure they were right before they could 
proceed any further. Clark led a party up the 
southern river far enough to spot more snow¬ 
capped mountains in the distance (the Little 
Belt and Big Belt ranges) and to determine 
that the river was heading in the southwest¬ 
erly direction predicted by the Hidatsa. 
Returning to Decision Point, he felt reassured 
that he and Lewis were right in saying that the 
southern river was, in fact, the true Missouri. 
Lewis, meanwhile, led a party 40 miles up the 
northern river; although it headed west from 
its juncture with the Missouri it soon bent 
northward. Lewis was now equally certain 
that he and Clark had been right in their ear¬ 
lier hunch and that this was not the Missouri. 
Lewis named the northern river Maria’s River 
after his cousin Maria Wood—like the Judith, 
the name would evolve and eventually lose 
the possessive apostrophe, becoming the 
Marias River. 


Lewis and Clark rendezvoused at Deci¬ 
sion Point on June 8. Although they were 
certain in their own minds as to how to pro¬ 
ceed, their men remained unconvinced. 
Lewis could have ordered them back into 
the boats to follow his and Clark’s lead, as 
was his right as commander. But he decided 
that it was more important for everyone to 
be in agreement on their course, even at the 
cost of a few more days’ delay. If he could 
find the Great Falls of the Missouri along 
the southern river, there could no longer be 
any question as to the direction they should 
follow. 

THE GREAT FALLS OF 
THE MISSOURI 

On June 11 Lewis set out up the southern river, 
accompanied by Drouillard and three others. 
He had been suffering from violent stomach 
cramps and a fever for several days and it 
slowed his progress. That night, he had his 
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This etching of Clark shooting grizzly bears suggests the animals were a dangerous foe. (Library of Congress, 
Prints and Photographs Division [LC-USZ62-19233]) 


men brew up a medicinal concoction of 
boiled chokecherry twigs, a legacy of his 
mother’s herbal lore. He swallowed the brew, 
and it seemed to work. 

Setting out the next day with renewed 
vigor, Lewis and his men made 27 miles up 
the Missouri. On the morning of June 13, 
walking along the prairie, high above the 
river, Lewis spotted what looked like smoke 
in the distance, and he heard a deep roaring 
noise. He was seeing the spray and hearing 
the sound of falling waters. Seven miles far¬ 
ther on, a “sublimely grand specticle’’ 
awaited the explorers as they peered down 
from the prairie’s edge at the Great Falls, an 
80-foot precipice, 300 yards wide, that sent a 
vast flow of water crashing down to the river 
bottom. Lewis climbed down from the 
prairie’s edge to the foot of the falls. For the 


next four hours he sat transfixed by the 
scene, “the grandest sight I ever beheld.” 

The next day Joseph Field set off, carrying 
a letter from Lewis to Clark reporting on the 
discovery. Lewis, meanwhile, headed back 
up to the high ground to scout out the port¬ 
age that lay ahead. He soon discovered that 
the “Great Falls” was not singular at all, as 
they had thought, but plural: five sets of 
falls altogether, stretching over 10 miles of 
river. The scenery was grand, to be sure, but 
the trip around the falls would require a 
much longer portage than their conversa¬ 
tions with their Hidatsa friends the previous 
winter had prepared them to expect. The 
water route to the Pacific was taking on unex¬ 
pected complications. 

Lewis’s adventures were not over for the 
day. Deciding to postpone his return to the 
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The Many Names of Sacagawea —ts 

Lewis and Clark’s journals reveal the captains’ growing appreciation for Saca¬ 
gawea. The ways in which they chose to refer to her between 1804 and the end 
of 1805 are very revealing. When they first encountered her at Fort Mandan she 
was known to them only as one of Toussaint Charbonneau’s two “Squars,” or 
squaws. When Lewis helped deliver her baby in February 1805, he referred to 
her as “one of the wives of Charbono . . .” They had decided to take her along 
on their trip hoping she would serve as an interpreter to the Shoshone, but her 
status did not improve: She was still only a nameless wife when Lewis recorded 
her as a member of the group departing Fort Mandan on April 5, 1805: “an 
Indian woman wife to Charbono ...” 

Six weeks later she finally got a name. By then she had proven her useful¬ 
ness to the expedition as a forager of new and interesting foods, like the 
Jerusalem artichokes she dug up for their meal on April 9. And then, when 

Charbonneau nearly overturned 
the pirogue on May 14, she had 
helped save the expedition’s 
supplies from the Missouri’s 
waters. She earned the captains’ 
respect, and as a token of their 
appreciation they decided to 
bestow her name on one of the 
rivers they came upon entering 
into the Missouri: “This stream,” 
Lewis wrote on May 20, “we call 
Sah-ca-gar me ah or bird wo¬ 
man’s River, after our interpreter 
the Snake* [Shoshone] woman.” 

(continues) 


As the trip progressed, Lewis and 
Clark’s appreciation for Sacagawea 
grew. This statue in Great Falls, 
Montana, commemorates the 
three and Sacagawea’s presence 
as their right-hand woman. 

(Bureau of Land Management) 

* Traders in the area often collectively called the Northern Shoshone, Northern Paiute (Numu), and 
Bannock the Snake. Writings done at that time on Sacagawea often refer to her as Snake. 
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(continued) 

By November she had earned an affectionate nickname as well, at least as 
far as Clark was concerned. The men were debating where they should make 
their winter camp. “Janey in favour of a place where there is plenty of Potas 
[potatoes—meaning camas root here],” Clark recorded in his journal on No¬ 
vember 24. And so the young Indian woman had progressed from nameless 
“squar” to “Sacagawea” to “Janey” in her first year in the company of the Corps 
of Discovery. 


camp at the lower falls, he shot a buffalo for 
his supper. But as he approached his fallen 
prey with a now empty gun, he spotted a griz¬ 
zly heading straight for him. Lewis started to 
retreat, and the grizzly kept on coming. Lewis 
had his espontoon, his spear-pointed walking 
stick, with him, but he knew would do him lit¬ 
tle good in face-to-face combat with a giant 
grizzly. In desperation, he waded waist-deep 
into the Missouri and turned to face his adver¬ 
sary. This time it was the bear that flinched; it 
turned and fled. Reloading his rifle (and vow¬ 
ing never to neglect that precaution again), 
Lewis went back to reclaim the dead buffalo. 
But then he saw another fearsome-looking 
creature of the “tiger kind” (possibly a wolver¬ 
ine) looking as though it intended to spring at 
him; he fired at it and it disappeared down its 
burrow. 

Having decided that “all the beasts of the 
neighborhood had made a league to distroy 
me,” Lewis abandoned any notion of spend¬ 
ing a night alone on the prairie and set off for 
home, although not before three buffalo 
bulls charged him (changing their minds, 
Lewis believed, when they got close enough 
to him to see that he was not likely to be 
stampeded by their bravado). These “curious 
adventures” seemed to Lewis like something 
out of a tale of “inchantment”; he thought it 


all “might be a dream,” but he was reminded 
that he was awake and had a long way still to 
walk by the prickly pear spines “which 
pierced my feet very severely. . . ." He finally 
arrived back at camp long after dark, to the 
relief of his men, who had become con¬ 
cerned. But his encounters with the animal 
kingdom were not quite over; upon awaken¬ 
ing the next day, he found that a large rat¬ 
tlesnake lay curled up 10 feet away from 
where he was sleeping. 

Meanwhile, on June 12, Clark and the 
rest of the men had set out up the Missouri 
after making a cache of supplies to recover 
on their return trip. In two pits, they left a 
half-ton of food, gunpowder, tools, weapons, 
and other supplies. They also left behind the 
red pirogue, camouflaged beneath a pile of 
brush on a small wooded island near 
Decision Point. As they set out upriver, Clark 
fretted about Sacagawea’s health. She had 
been very sick for several days from an 
unknown ailment, feverish and suffering 
stomach pain, and although he had several 
times opened a vein on her arm and let a 
considerable portion of blood drain out 
before tying off the wound (a common med¬ 
ical practice of the era, which supposedly 
helped purify “bad blood”), she did not seem 
any the better for it. “The Interpreters 
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woman verry Sick worse than she has been,” 
Clark noted in his journal on the evening of 
June 12. 

On June 14 Joseph Field came down the 
river and delivered to Clark the note from 
Lewis announcing the discovery of Great Falls. 
He also warned Clark that for several miles 
below the falls, the river ran too rapidly to 
allow for safe passage of the boats. On June 15 
the main party with Clark camped about a 
mile below a side stream that Field had said 
might be used as a path to exit from the 
Missouri for their portage. Lewis and his 
party joined them at their riverside camp the 
next day. 

THE PORTAGE 

Lewis told Clark what he had seen upriver. He 
recommended that they follow a portage 
route along the river’s south side. Clark 
agreed, and they moved their camp to the 
small stream entering on the south side of the 
river that they called Portage Creek (present- 
day Belt Creek). The camp they set up here 
would be known as Lower Portage Camp. 
While Clark set out to reconnoiter the portage 
route, Lewis took over the task of treating 
Sacagawea’s illness; it would be a disaster if 
she died, he wrote, not only for her own sake, 
but because she was “our only dependence for 
a friendly negociation with the Snake 
[Shoshone] Indians on whom we depend for 
horses to assist us in our portage from the 
Missouri to the Columbia river.” He gave her a 
dose of powdered bark and opium and also 
had her drink mineral water from a local 
spring, which seemed to work better than 
Clark’s bleedings. Within a few days she 
showed definite signs of recovery. 

Lewis meanwhile oversaw preparations for 
the portage. They would leave the white 
pirogue hidden near the Lower Portage Camp 


for their return trip, along with another cache 
of supplies. He put the men to work con¬ 
structing wooden carts, which they would use 
to drag the expedition’s supplies and canoes 
across the prairie portage. Clark returned on 
June 20, suggesting they make their upper 
camp past the mouth of the Medicine River, 
near what he called White Bears Island 
(named for the grizzlies that inhabited it). He 
estimated the distance between the two 
camps at 17 3 /4 miles. 

They set out on the portage on June 22. 
Lewis directed that the iron frame of his 
experimental boat, which they had hauled all 
the way from Harpers Ferry in Virginia, be 
included in the first load. While most of the 
party under Clark would cross and recross the 
route between Lower Portage camp and White 
Bears Island camp, Lewis and a smaller group 
would remain at the upper camp to assemble 
the iron boat. When completed, it would take 
the place of the white pirogue they had left 
below. 

If the men had thought that towing the 
pirogues and canoes up the Missouri’s waters 
was hard work, they now found themselves 
engaged in even more strenuous labor. The 
portage route was over rough ground, fre¬ 
quently cut by deep ravines. The little hand¬ 
made carts were hard to push or control; 
they broke down and had to be repaired. 
Prickly pear cactus spines cut through 
moccasins and punctured feet. The men 
endured storms that dropped hailstones the 
size of apples that left them with bloody 
heads. On a side trip to view the Great Falls, 
Clark, Charbonneau, Sacagawea, and Pomp 
were caught in a terrible summer downpour; 
sheltering in a ravine, they were almost 
swept away in a flash flood. The Corps of 
Discovery stumbled on, bleeding and 
exhausted: “ [A] t every halt,” Lewis wrote, 
“these poor fellows tumble down and are so 



l. “I wished for the pencil of Salvator Rosa, a Titian, or the 
pen ofThomson, that I might be enabled to give to the 
enlightened world some just idea of this truly magnificent 
and sublimely grand object which has, from the com¬ 
mencement of time, been concealed from the view of 
civilized man.” 

—Meriwether Lewis, June 13, 1805 


instant. In short, their fatiegues are incredible ... yet no 
one complains. All go with cheerfullness.” 

—Meriwether Lewis, June 23, 1805 

5. “It being the 4th of Independence we drank the last of our 
ardent Spirits except a little reserved for Sickness.” 

—John Ordway, July 4, 1805 


2. "... a large white, or reather brown bear had perceived 
and crept on me within twenty steps before I discovered 
him. In the first moment I drew up my gun to shoot, but at 
the same instant recolected that she was not loaded ...” 

—Meriwether Lewis, June 14,1805 

3. “The Indian woman verry bad, &. will take no medisin 
what ever. . . If she dies it will be the fault of her husband 
as I am now convinced. 1 ' 

—William Clark, June 16, 1805 


6. “Therefore for want of tar or pitch we had, after all our 
labour, to haul our new [iron-frame] boat on shore, and 
leave it at this place.” 

—Patrick Gass, July 9, 1805 

7. “About li o’clock we set out from this place, which we 
had called Canoe Camp.” 

—Patrick Gass, July 15, 1805 


4. “At every halt these poor fellos tumble down and are so 
much fortiegued that many of them are asleep in an 


Note: Original spelling and punctuation have been retained 
from journal entries. 
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much fortiegued that many of them are 
asleep in an instant.” 

Meanwhile, work went on at the upper 
camp assembling Lewis’s experimental boat. 
Wood had to be cut and shaped to fill out the 
frame; animal skins had to be prepared 
and sewn together to serve as the boat’s hull. 
Lewis took on the job of camp cook, preparing 
buffalo dumplings as a special treat for his 
hard-working men. 

On July 2, Clark and his weary men deliv¬ 
ered the last load of supplies. The boat was not 
yet finished, so the men who were not working 
on it got a few days’ rest. On July 4 they cele¬ 
brated Independence Day with the last of the 
expedition’s whisky. Lewis and Clark mean¬ 
while had quietly decided that they would not, 
as originally intended, send anyone back from 
the Great Falls to report to Jefferson on the 
expedition’s progress. They were going to need 
every man they had for the challenges to 
come. They also now realized it would be im¬ 
possible for the Corps of Discovery to reach 
the Pacific and return to Fort Mandan for its 
winter encampment that year as previously 
planned. If they made it to the Pacific in 1805, 
that would be where they would have to spend 
the winter. 

The iron boat was completed and ready for 
a trial sailing on July 9. It leaked. Lewis had 
counted on sealing the seams of the sewn ani¬ 
mal skins with a tar made from pine pitch, but 
no pines grew at the Great Falls. The mixture 
of charcoal and tallow that Lewis devised as a 
substitute did not work. They had lugged the 
iron frame across two-thirds of the North 
American continent for nothing. “I need not 
add that this circumstance mortifyed me not a 
little,” Lewis wrote in his journal. “I bid a dieu 
to my boat. . . .” The failure of Lewis’s cher¬ 
ished experiment meant there would be still 
further delay in setting off. To take the place of 
the iron boat, they had to build two more 


dugout canoes, costing them five more sum¬ 
mer travel days. 

CLOSING IN 
ON THE ROCKIES 

On July 15 the expedition once again pro¬ 
ceeded on up the Missouri. Ahead of them 
they could see the Rockies—the real Rockies 
this time—in the distance. The men were dis¬ 
tributed among the eight dugout canoes. 
They were, for the first time, traveling with¬ 
out any of their original fleet: The white 
pirogue was cached at Lower Portage Camp, 
the red pirogue further back at Decision 
Point, and the keelboat under the command 
of Corporal Warfington had reached St. Louis 
on May 20. The river was changing direction 
again. West of Great Falls the Missouri bent 
south, just as the Flidatsa had told them it 
would. 

On July 16, they found hoofprints and wil¬ 
low shelters along the riverside. An Indian 
party had camped there. Although they 
judged the signs of Indian presence as being 
at least a week and a half old, it was the closest 
they had come to encountering other human 
beings since shortly after their departure from 
the Mandan villages. Looking at the aban¬ 
doned camp, Sacagawea thought its inhabi¬ 
tants must have been from her own tribe, the 
Shoshone. 

These were the Indians Lewis and Clark 
most wanted to meet. But they were not going 
to catch up with a party of mounted Shoshone 
while traveling up the river in the dugout 
canoes. They also feared that the sound of 
gunfire from their hunters’ rifles would spook 
the Shoshone, who might fear the shots came 
from a Hidatsa raiding party. So on July 18 
Clark, accompanied by Joseph Field, John 
Potts, and York, headed out overland as an 
advance party searching for the Shoshone, 


94 Across America: The Lewis and Clark Expedition 


while Lewis remained behind in command of 
the expedition fleet. 

On luly 19 Lewis’s little fleet reached a nar¬ 
row rocky gorge cut by the Missouri through 
the Big Belt mountain range, “the most 
remarkable clifts we have yet seen.” He named 
the entrance to the gorge “the Gates of the 
Rocky Mountains.” The river twisted and 
turned through nearly six miles of high cliffs 
on either side, before reentering the plains. 
Clark’s party rejoined the expedition on the 
Missouri on July 21, without having encoun¬ 
tered any Shoshone (although they did 
observe the smoke of a distant prairie fire, 
started perhaps by Indians to warn others of 
the presence of the strangers coming up the 
Missouri). Clark’s report was disappointing, 
but Sacagawea gave them reason for opti¬ 
mism. Lewis noted in his journal: “The Indian 
woman recognizes the country and assures us 
that this is the river on which her relations 
live, and that the three forks are at no great 
distance, this peice of information has 
cheered the sperits of the party, who now 
begin to console themselves with the antici¬ 
pation of shortly seeing the head of the mis- 
souri, yet unknown to the civilized world.” 

THREE FORKS 

The Three Forks of the Missouri were nearby, 
just as Sacagawea promised. Clark set out 
to find them on July 23, heading overland 
again with a small party consisting of Joseph 
and Reuben Field, Robert Frazer, and Char- 
bonneau. Despite Clark’s badly bruised feet, 
they hiked 23 miles that first day; 30 the next. 
On the third day out, the morning of July 25, 
they reached the forks. Here, 2,464 miles from 
its mouth on the Mississippi, the mighty Mis¬ 
souri divided into three clear and fast-running 
streams, all running over clean bottoms of 
smooth pebbles and gravel. It was a remark¬ 


ably beautiful spot, with mountains visible to 
the east, west, and south (later to be named 
the Bridger range, the Tobacco Root Moun¬ 
tains, and the Jefferson, Madison and Gallatin 
ranges stretching before them on the vista 
from southwest to southeast). 

To Clark, it was obvious at a glance that the 
westernmost fork of the Missouri was the 
most substantial of the three and that it led 
most directly to the mountains they sought. 
He saw signs that Indians had passed through 
the area within the past week, but none were 
to be found there that day. Clark left a message 
for Lewis attached to a pole, and headed up 
the western fork to see what he could learn 
about the river’s course. 

Lewis arrived with the remainder of the 
party at the Three Forks two days later. Saca¬ 
gawea was with him. She had now traveled 



As U.S. secretary of the treasury, Albert Gallatin was 
a strong supporter of the Lewis and Clark 
expedition. (Library of Congress, Prints and 
Photographs Division [LC-USZ62-110017]) 
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full circle back to the place of her kidnapping 
five years before by the Hidatsa. Lewis 
watched Sacagawea curiously. He wanted to 
see how she would react to finding herself 
again on home territory, but professed him¬ 
self disappointed at her apparent indiffer¬ 
ence: “I cannot discover that she shews any 
immotion of sorrow in recollecting this 
event,” he wrote, ‘‘or of joy in being again 
restored to her native country; if she has 
enough to eat and a few trinkets to wear I 
believe she would be perfectly content any¬ 
where.” Lewis’s assumptions about Saca- 
gawea’s inner feelings are a reminder that he 
may have been a better interpreter of the nat¬ 
ural world than he was of the emotions of 
other human beings. Sacagawea had been 
through a lot in her young life; displays of 
emotion had rarely won her any advantage, so 
it is not surprising that, if she felt any great 
happiness at being back at Three Forks, she 
kept those feelings to herself. 

Clark and his men limped down to Three 
Forks on the afternoon of July 27 and rejoined 
the main party. The captains decided they 
should remain there for two days and give the 
men a chance to recuperate from the heavy 
exertions of recent weeks. They named the 
“three noble streams” that diverged at Three 
Forks after their country’s leaders: the west¬ 
ernmost—and from their perspective, most 
important—branch would be the Jefferson, 
the middle branch would be the Madison 
(named for Secretary of State James Madison) 
and the easternmost branch would be the 
Gallatin (named for Secretary of the Treasury 
Albert Gallatin). 

SEARCHING 
FORTHESHOSHONE 

In their homes back east, in Virginia and Ken¬ 
tucky, late July was the height of summer. In 


western Montana, however, it was a time 
when winter’s approach could first be de¬ 
tected in the air. The days were hot, but the 
nights were getting cold. Game was beginning 
to get scarce as well. And there were no 
Shoshone or their horses to be seen. Though 
he did not share his worries with his men, 
Lewis confided to his journal in an entry on 
July 27 that “we begin to feel considerable 
anxiety with rispect to the Snake [Shoshone] 
Indians, if we do not find them or some other 
nation who have horses I fear the successfull 
issue of our voyage will be very doubtfull....” 

There was nothing to do but press on 
and hope that the next day or the next bend 
in the river would finally lead them to the 
Shoshone. On July 30 the Corps of Discovery 
set out up the newly named Jefferson River, 
Clark in a dugout canoe and Lewis on foot, 
walking along the riverbank with Charbon- 
neau and his wife. Sacagawea pointed out 
to Lewis the precise spot from which she 
had been captured by the Hidatsa five years 
earlier. 

Still no Shoshone, and the canoes were 
making slow progress. The river was no longer 
really navigable; most of the time the men had 
to wade upstream dragging the canoes over 
the shallow, stony river bottom. Lewis decided 
to push on ahead overland. On August 1 he set 
out with Drouillard, Charbonneau, and Gass. 
On August 4 they came to another fork in the 
river. This time Lewis judged that the more 
easterly or left fork, not the westernmost or 
right fork, to be the one that came down most 
directly from the mountains, judging by the 
flow and color of the water. This easterly fork 
would later become known as the Beaverhead 
River. Lewis left a note on a pole for Clark 
telling him to follow this fork. 

To make sure he had chosen correctly, how¬ 
ever, Lewis decided to reconnoiter the right, or 
westerly fork (present-day Big Hole River). 
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The Rocky Mountains ^ 

Lewis and Clark had long hoped and feared the day they would arrive at the foot 
of the Rocky Mountains, “this snowey barrier,” as Lewis called it. As European 
geographers realized early on, the Rockies were among the most significant fea¬ 
tures of the North American landscape, a formidable barrier between the Great 
Plains of central North America and the land that reached to the Pacific. Passing 
through and over the Rockies would prove the most difficult challenge faced by 
Lewis and Clark on their expedition. 

The Rocky Mountains are an interlocking chain of more than 20 ranges and 
groups of mountains that extend more than 3,000 miles from New Mexico to 
Canada and Alaska. In places, the Rocky Mountains are more than 350 miles 
wide, with individual peaks ranging in height from 7,000 feet to more than 14,000 
feet. The Rockies form the line of the Continental Divide. From the eastern flanks 
of the Rocky Mountains, water flows toward the Atlantic; from the Rockies’ west¬ 
ern flanks, water flows to the Pacific. Those rivers with headwaters in the Rockies 
whose waters ultimately flow to the Atlantic include the Missouri, Yellowstone, 
Rio Grande, Arkansas, Platte, and Saskatchewan Rivers. Those rivers with head¬ 
waters in the Rockies whose waters ultimately flow to the Pacific include the 
Columbia, Colorado, Snake, Fraser and Yukon Rivers. In Canada, the Peace, Atha¬ 
basca, and Liard Rivers flow from the Rockies northward to the Arctic Ocean. 

The Rockies were created by a complex succession of geological movements 
over a period of tens of million years. Geologists call the process that created the 
Rockies the Laramide Orogeny (orogeny is a technical term geologists use for 
“mountain building”; “Laramide” refers to the Laramie Mountains of eastern 
Wyoming, where the geological process that created the Rockies was first identi¬ 
fied). The Rockies’ geological origins can be found in the eastward shifting of the 
earth’s plates under the Pacific Ocean, a process whose technical name is plate 
tectonics. The plates that underlie the earth’s surface move and collide with one 
another; the plate underlying the Pacific Ocean collided with the plate that lay 
under the North American continent tens of millions of years ago. The collision 
between two tectonic plates is the underlying cause of the formation of both the 
Rocky Mountains and the Appalachian Mountains, although there are some 
important differences that help to explain why the two ranges look so different. 
First, the collision of the plates related to the uplift of the Rockies occurred much 
more recently than the collision that created the predecessors of the Appalachian 
Mountains. Second, the collision related to the Rockies was not between two 
slabs of continental crust but between oceanic crust and continental crust. 

The Laramide Orogeny, the name given to the mountain-building event that 
created the present-day Rocky Mountains, started in the Late Cretaceous (80 
million years ago) with the subduction of the oceanic Pacific Plate (and related 
plates) under the North American plate. The makeup of the plates is important 
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for understanding the types of mountains that were formed. The less dense 
continental crust overrode the denser basaltic oceanic crust of the Pacific plate. 
As the rocks of the Pacific plate were pushed down into the mantle, some of the 
material carried along with the plate started melting. The partially molten mate¬ 
rial moved upward toward the surface and formed igneous rocks—volcanic 
rock, if it emerged on the surface; intrusive rock, like granite, if it cooled below 
the surface. 

The collision of the two plates occurred at a relatively high speed (10 
centimeters/year), which produced a great deal of crustal deformation in a belt 
stretching from present-day western Idaho to central Montana. The deforma¬ 
tion (mountain-building) included folding and thrusting of existing sedimentary 
rocks on the western side of the deformed zone (the mountain ranges of west¬ 
ern Montana and Wyoming, eastern Idaho, and eastern Utah), crystalline-cored 
uplifts in the east (mountains of south-central Montana, central and eastern 
Wyoming, and central Colorado), intrusive igneous ranges (mountains like the 
Bitterroot Range, which were such an obstacle to Lewis and Clark), and extru¬ 
sive igneous ranges (the volcanic rocks of Montana and Wyoming). The overall 
mountain ranges that resulted from the first part of this tectonic event probably 
looked somewhat like the Andes, with a narrow coastal zone receiving sediment 
from high eroding mountains. 

About 50 million years ago, the plate movement changed so that the Pacific 
plate started moving more northerly (instead of northeast or east), and the rate 
of convergence slowed. This had an effect like a plow backing up—the thrusted 
and uplifted mountain ranges sagged down. This also caused the “magmatic 
arc” (the zone of partially melted crust associated with the subducted plate) to 
“sweep” back toward the northwest, resulting in another round of igneous 
intrusion and volcanism. Younger mountain ranges in central Montana and 
Wyoming, such as the Bearpaws, the Highwood, and the Crazies were formed 
during this round of the orogeny. 

At about 17.5 million years ago, the movement of the plate became more 
northwesterly. This change in motion created tears in the continental crust that 
trended in a roughly east-west direction, and igneous features such as the 
Columbia River Plateau and the Snake River Plain started forming. In geological 
terms, the history of the Rockies is all part of the earth’s recent past. Unlike the 
ancient mountains of the eastern United States, the Rocky Mountains may still 
be growing. 

Geographers today divide the Rocky Mountains into five sections. The South¬ 
ern Rockies, found in New Mexico, Colorado and southern Wyoming, include the 
Laramie, Medicine Bow, Sangre de Cristo, and San Juan Mountains, as well as 
the Front Range of the Rockies. Many of the peaks in the southern Rockies rise 

(continues) 
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(continued) 

to more than 14,000 feet, including Mt. Elbert, in the Sawatch Mountains, at 
14,433 f ee f the highest of all the Rockies. The southern Rockies were the first to 
be approached by European explorers. The city of Santa Fe, founded by the 
Spanish in 1598 in present-day New Mexico, was for centuries the northernmost 
outpost of the Spanish Empire in North America; it lies on the southwest flank on 
the Sangre de Cristo Mountains. In the 19th century the Front Range of the Rock¬ 
ies, running 300 miles northward of Pikes Peak in Colorado, would attract the 
attention of such famous American explorers as Zebulon Pike (for whom Pikes 
Peak was named), Stephen Long (who gave his name to Longs Peak), and John 
Wesley Powell (the first explorer to sail the Colorado River through the length of 
the Grand Canyon). 

The Middle Rockies lie in northwestern Colorado, northeastern Utah, and 
western Wyoming and include the Teton Range (destined to become a favorite 
destination for generations of American mountaineers), as well as the Big Horn, 
Beartooth, Owl Creek Uinta, and Wind River Mountains. The Wind River range is 
pierced by South Pass, first discovered in 1812 by fur trader and explorer Robert 
Stuart, a 25-mile-wide opening through the mountains that rises gradually to a 
height of 7,550 feet. Unlike other Rocky Mountain passes, South Pass offered 
abundant water and grass along the way and would in time prove accessible to 
wagons pulled by teams of horses or oxen. For that reason, in years to come the 
relatively easy access across the Rockies offered by South Pass would become a 
crucial element in the Oregon Trail. 

The Northern Rockies are the section that Lewis and Clark encountered in 
1805. They run through northwestern Wyoming, western Montana, central and 
northern Idaho, and eastern Washington to the Canadian border. The Northern 
Rockies include the Bitterroot Range, which Lewis and Clark would cross with 
great difficulty by means of the Lolo Trail in September 1805. The Northern Rock¬ 
ies also include the Clearwater, Salmon, Sawtooth, and Lost River Mountains 
and the Front Ranges of Montana. 

The Canadian Rockies run north of the Canadian border through British 
Columbia and Alberta. They include Canada’s highest mountain, 12,972-foot Mt. 
Robson. The fur traders employed by Canada’s North West Company found 
numerous passes through the high peaks of the Canadian Rockies. Particularly 
significant discoveries included Alexander Mackenzie’s crossing of the Rockies in 
1793 via the Peace River Pass, and David Thompson’s discovery of Howse Pass 
in 1807 and Athabasca Pass in 1811. 

Finally, to the north and west, the Columbia mountain group of the Rockies 
includes the Selkirk, Purcell, and Cariboo Mountains of Canada and the Brooks 
Range of Alaska. These remote peaks, extending into the arctic region, were 
among the last of the Rockies to be explored and climbed; caribou and wolves, 
rather than humans, remain their principal inhabitants. 
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When Clark reached the forks in the Jefferson, 
there was no note from Lewis; a beaver had 
chewed down the pole on which it had been 
posted. So Clark, following Lewis’s tracks, also 
headed up the right fork (which was, however, 
the wrong river). Eventually, everything got 
straightened out, and on August 7 the reunited 
party headed up the Beaverhead. 

On August 8 they came to another signifi¬ 
cant landmark, a broad rock formation jutting 
up from the level valley plain. Lewis recorded 
the discovery in his journal: “The Indian wo¬ 
man recognized the point of a high plain . . . 
which she informed us was not very far from 
the summer retreat of her nation on a river 
beyond the mountains which runs to the west. 
This hill she says her nation calls the beaver’s 
head. . . . She assures us that we shall either 
find her people on this river or on the river 
immediately west of it’s source; which from its 
present size cannot be very distant.” 

The next day, August 9, Lewis again headed 
off overland ahead of the main party, this time 
with Drouillard, Shields, and McNeal as his 
companions. They camped that night at a site 
northeast of present-day Dillon, Montana. On 
the following day they came to another fork in 
the Beaverhead. This time, Lewis decided 
there would be no point in pretending any 
longer that the water route was still navigable. 
Here they would have to leave their canoes. 
Lewis wrote a note to Clark telling him to halt 
at this spot and wait for his return, attaching it 
to a dry willow pole (no doubt hoping that this 
time no industrious beaver would gnaw it 
down). Meanwhile he was determined to 
press up the western branch of the divided 
stream (present-day Horse Prairie Creek), in 
search of the Shoshone. 

On August 11, the explorers set out early 
as usual. Lewis had the men walk in a spread- 
out formation, covering a distance of several 
hundred yards, with Lewis and McNeal in the 


center together and Drouillard and Shields 
on the flanks. They had come about five miles 
in this fashion, searching for signs of Indians, 
when suddenly Lewis spotted one on horse¬ 
back, about two miles away across the 
plain, heading in their direction. Lewis stud¬ 
ied the rider through his telescope. The man’s 
clothing was unlike any that Lewis had seen 
before on an Indian, and so he concluded this 
must be a Shoshone. “I was overjoyed at the 
sight of this stranger,” Lewis wrote, “and had 
no doubt of obtaining a friendly introduction 
to his nation provided I could get near 
enough to him to convince him of our being 
whitemen.” 

When they had closed the distance be¬ 
tween them to about a mile, the Indian halted, 
as did Lewis and McNeal. Lewis took a blanket 
from his pack and holding it at two corners 
threw it up into the air and then brought it 
close to the ground as if spreading it out. 
He repeated this gesture three times. It was, 
he had been told by other tribes, a univer¬ 
sally recognized sign of peaceful intentions. 
It may have been, but it did not seem 
to persuade the distant horsemen of Lewis’s 
goodwill. Meanwhile, Drouillard and Shields, 
who were spread out to either side of 
Lewis, continued to walk forward, not having 
spotted the Indian. Lewis was afraid the 
two flankers would scare off the rider before 
he could convince him that they meant no 
harm. Leaving his rifle with McNeal, he 
advanced alone. As he did so, he rolled up 
his sleeve to show off his white skin, holding 
out trade trinkets in his hand. When he was 
close enough to be heard by the rider, he 
called out the word tab-ba-bone, which Saca- 
gawea had told him was the Shoshone word 
for “white man.” In reality, the word meant 
“stranger”—the Shoshone Indians actually 
had no word for white men since they had 
never met any. 


100 Across America: The Lewis and Clark Expedition 


Route of the Corps of Discovery, July 30 -August 12 , 1805 
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Leaving Three Forks on July 30,1805, the corps proceeds up the 
Jefferson River, continuing on at the point where it becomes today’s 
Beaverhead River, near Twin Bridges, Montana. At the Beaverhead’s 
fork, Meriwether Lewis and a foot party follow Horse Prairie Creek 
and then cross the Continental Divide at Lemhi Pass on August 12. 



Lewis meanwhile caught Drouillard’s at¬ 
tention and signaled him to halt, but Shields 
missed Lewis’s signal and kept heading for¬ 
ward. The rider let Lewis get within about 
100 paces, then suddenly turned his horse, 
whipped him into a gallop and rode off out of 
sight. There would be no meeting with the 
Shoshone that day. 


Furious at the missed opportunity, Lewis 
scolded Shields for his “want of attention 
and imprudence.” But at least they now 
knew that the Shoshone were close by and 
pressed on eagerly toward the mountains. 
Lewis fixed a small American flag to a pole; 
the next time they came in sight of an Indian, 
he would be ready to display it as a signal 
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of their peaceable intentions (why Lewis 
thought the Shoshone would recognize or 
respond favorably to the appearance of the 
American flag, he did not explain). They 
came the next day, August 12, 1805, to a 
“large and plain Indian road” heading up the 
mountainside. A year and three months 
into their journey, they stood at the eastern 


foot of the Continental Divide and were clos¬ 
ing in on the headwaters of the great Mis¬ 
souri River. Lewis held hopes of “finding a 
passage over the mountains and of tasting 
the waters of the great Columbia” that very 
evening. 

It was not to be so easy. 


8 

On Foot and on Horse 

ACROSS THE ROCKIES 


Captain Lewis and his men did not 
linger long atop the Continental 
Divide on August 12, 1805. Although it 
is easy to imagine Lewis’s pride that day, he 
revealed little in his journal about the 
moment except his awe at his first view of 
those “immence ranges” that blocked his view 
of the western horizon. They still had to find 
the Shoshone, so this was not the moment to 
sit around and savor their accomplishment. 
Soon Lewis and his men headed down the 
westward slope. After about three-quarters of 
a mile, they stopped to drink from a “hand¬ 
some bold running Creek of cold Clear water” 
which Lewis optimistically described as his 
first taste of “the water of the Columbia 
river”—even though he must have already 
suspected that their arrival at the banks of the 
real Columbia was still many days away. 

They camped that night farther down the 
slope, by a spring where they made a meager 
supper from some of the salt pork that they 
had carried all the way up the Missouri. When 
they went to sleep, they were spending their 


first night on foreign territory: Having stepped 
over the Continental Divide, they had also 
crossed the bounds of the Louisiana Purchase. 
They had entered a region that was, as yet, the 
property of none of the “Great White Fathers” 
in Washington or London who coveted it. 
Here, the Indian tribes who inhabited the land 
remained independent and sovereign. And 
those Indians were going to be very important 
to determining the success or failure of the 
Lewis and Clark expedition in the months to 
come. 

MEETING THE SHOSHONE 

The next morning, August 13, they set off early 
again, heading down into a deep valley. 
Despite his preoccupation with finding the 
Shoshone, Lewis typically took the time to 
examine the new trees and plants they en¬ 
countered along the route, noting the pres¬ 
ence of “white maple” (the Rocky Mountain 
maple) and “a species of honeysuckle” (the 
common snowberry). There were more mo- 
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mentous discoveries to come. Walking parallel 
to the river at the bottom of the valley (the 
present-day Lemhi River, nearTendoy, Idaho), 
they spotted a group of Indians about a mile 
away from them, including a man, two 
women, and their dogs. The Indians saw them 
as well. Lewis put down his rifle, unfurled the 
American flag, and shouted “ta-ba-bone.” 

But the results were the same as the last 
encounter. The flag did not reassure the Indi¬ 
ans, who took one look at these self-pro¬ 
claimed “ta-ba-bone,” and fled before Lewis 
could come near enough to prove his good 
intentions. Only the dogs lingered, and when 
Lewis tried to tie some trade goods around the 
neck of one of the animals in a handkerchief, 
“thinking by this means to persuade [the 
Shoshone] of our pacific disposition toward 
them,” they too fled. 

There was nothing to do but follow the 
path the Indians had taken. They went about a 
mile (Lewis noting the presence of prickly 
pear along the path), when they spied another 
group of Indians, consisting of “three female 
savages.” There was one elderly woman, one 
young woman, and a girl of about 12 years of 
age. The young woman ran off upon spying 
the whites, while the old woman and the girl 
remained seated on the ground, heads bowed, 
apparently resigned to capture or death. 

Lewis did everything he could to reassure 
these two that he meant them no harm. He 
rolled up his sleeve to show his white skin, (his 
face and hands, he notes, had by this time 
been tanned by the sun “quite as dark as their 
own”). He pressed some trinkets into their 
hands, and repeated “ta-ba-bone.” That 
seemed to persuade the old woman, and she 
called to the younger woman who had fled to 
come back. Lewis dipped his finger in some of 
the vermillion paint he was carrying as trade 
goods and painted the “tawny cheeks” of the 
women, a gesture that was “emblematic of 


peace” among the Indians. Using sign lan¬ 
guage, he convinced them to lead his party to 
their chief. 

They did not have long to wait. Two miles 
farther down the path, they met up with a 
band of 60 warriors on horseback who were 
thundering toward them, apparently sum¬ 
moned by the first group who had fled Lewis 
and his men. This moment could have spelled 
disaster for the expedition. The Indians were 
obviously expecting a hostile raiding party 
from another tribe and were armed to give 
battle with their bows and arrows and a few 
muskets. Coolly and courageously, Lewis 
advanced toward the riders unarmed, carry¬ 
ing the flag on its pole. One can only imagine 
the absolute amazement these Shoshone war¬ 
riors must have felt in seeing this unknown 
man in a cocked hat come toward them with 
his piece of red, white, and blue cloth dan¬ 
gling from a stick. The Shoshone women 
called out to their men that these strangers 
came bearing gifts and meant no harm. 
Instantly, the war party became a welcoming 
party. The chief and other warriors dis¬ 
mounted and rushed to hug Lewis and his 
men, saying in their own language “I am much 
pleased, I am much rejoiced.” Lewis was, of 
course, equally happy that the Indians were 
pleased to meet them, but somewhat less 
happy that they were so demonstrative of 
their feelings: “we were all carresed and 
besmeared with their grease and paint till I 
was heartily tired of the national hug.” But the 
Corps of Discovery had met the Shoshone at 
long last. 

They sat in a circle on the ground with the 
chief, whom they discovered was named 
Cameahwait (a name meaning “The One Who 
Never Walks”), and smoked some of Lewis’s 
tobacco in a pipe. Lewis handed out more 
trinkets and gave Cameahwait the American 
flag he had been carrying when they met, 


104 Across America: The Lewis and Clark Expedition 



Salmon served as an essential part of the diet of Indians living along the rivers of the Pacific Northwest, 
including the Shoshone, Nez Perce, Chinook, and Clatsop tribes. (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service) 


“which I informed him was an emblem of 
peace among whitemen.” After smoking a cer¬ 
emonial pipe, they accompanied Cameahwait 
and his men about four miles farther down 
the road, where they came to the tribe’s 
encampment. 

Cameahwait’s people were the Lemhi 
Shoshone band, part of the Northern Sho¬ 


shone tribe of the Rocky Mountains, also 
known to Lewis and Clark as the Snake Indi¬ 
ans. The Lemhi Shoshone lived a kind of bor¬ 
derland existence between two separate 
Indian ways of life—the river-based, salmon¬ 
fishing culture of the Pacific Northwest and 
the nomadic buffalo hunting culture of the 
Plains. Part of the year, from May to Septem- 
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ber, they lived in their preferred setting, the 
Lemhi River valley west of the Continental 
Divide and fished; then, reluctantly, they ven¬ 
tured east of the Divide across Lemhi Pass and 
hunted buffalo on the Plains. It was not a trip 
they looked forward to, for it held constant 
danger from raiding parties of Hidatsa, Black- 
feet, and other well-armed Indian tribes. As 
soon as they had enough dried buffalo meat to 
last through the winter, they returned to the 
mountains. They were getting ready now to 
make their annual trek to the plains. 

Neither in their own valley nor on the 
plains had the Shoshone ever encountered 
white men, though they had a few goods of 
European manufacture obtained in trade with 
other tribes. Their poverty, compared to well- 
established trading tribes such as the Man- 
dan, was evident to Lewis and his men. But 
the Shoshone were rich in one resource: 
Cameahwait owned a herd of about 400 
horses. As a Virginia gentleman, Lewis knew a 
thing or two about horse breeding, and he 
declared in his journal that he would not have 
been ashamed to ride some of the Shoshone 
mounts “on the South side of James River” in 
his home state. 

There was more ceremonial smoking of 
tobacco and exchanges of presents at the 
riverside encampment. The Shoshone fed the 
white men from their own meager food sup¬ 
plies, mostly dried cakes made from service- 
berries and chokecherries. They had little 
salmon left from the summer catch, but Lewis 
was offered a small piece of roasted fish whose 
taste pleased him immensely for “this was the 
first salmon I had seen and perfectly con¬ 
vinced me that we were on the waters of the 
Pacific Ocean." 

RETURN TO LEMHI PASS 

For all the hugging, smoking, and hospitality 
displayed by the Shoshone, they had not 


entirely made up their minds about these 
white strangers. With Drouillard interpreting 
by sign language, Lewis explained to Cameah¬ 
wait that there was “another Chief and a large 
party of whitemen” coming up the river on 
the other side of the mountain; that they 
desired to trade for horses with Cameahwait’s 
people; and that once Lewis returned to the 
East, he would send many more white men 
to come with trading goods—including the 
muskets that the Shoshone desperately need¬ 
ed in order to defend themselves against hos¬ 
tile tribes. 

The promise of future trade pleased 
Cameahwait, and he agreed to return with 
Lewis to meet up with Clark and the rest of the 
expedition. But on the morning of August 15, 
the day they had agreed to head back over the 
mountains, the Shoshone lost their enthusi¬ 
asm for the arrangement. Perhaps they sus¬ 
pected some kind of trick: How could they be 
sure these white strangers were not in league 
with their enemies the Hidatsa? Eventually 
Lewis shamed Cameahwait into keeping his 
word. “I told him if they continued to think 
thus meanly of us that they might rely on it 
that no whitemen would ever come to trade 
with them or bring them arms and ammuni¬ 
tion ... I still hoped that there were some 
among them who were not affraid to die, that 
there were men [who] would go with me and 
convince themselves of the truth of what I had 
asscerted.” Cameahwait would allow no one 
doubt his bravery; he would go with Lewis, 
and eventually was able to persuade some of 
his warriors to accompany him. As they made 
to leave for Lemhi Pass, the old women of the 
tribe wept, fearing they would never see their 
men again. But Lewis, Cameahwait, and the 
others had not gone far before a whole crowd 
of villagers, both men and women, decided to 
join the band and cross the mountains. Lewis 
was amazed at how quickly and impulsively 
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they changed their minds; the Shoshone, he 
decided, had a “capricious disposition.” 

They traveled 40 miles up over the pass 
and down the forks of the Beaverhead on 
nearly empty stomachs, for neither white men 
nor Shoshone had much in the way of provi¬ 
sions left. Drouillard managed to shoot a deer 
en route, and the famished Shoshone, “poor 
starved divils,” ate its internal organs raw 
much to Lewis’s disgust (although they care¬ 
fully refrained from touching the rest of the 
deer meat, which they considered the white 
men’s portion). 

The Indians still feared treachery. As they 
neared the place where Lewis said the other 
white men awaited them, he and his men 
were given Shoshone headwear to wear in 
place of their own hats; if there was an 
ambush ahead, the white men would not 
escape being targets. To quiet Shoshone sus¬ 
picions, Lewis voluntarily gave Cameahwait 
his gun, and told him in sign language that he 
could shoot him if they were attacked. 

Unfortunately, when they reached the 
forks of the Beaverhead, neither Clark nor 
any of his party had yet arrived. Thinking 
fast, Lewis had Drouillard fetch a note that 
he left at the campsite for Clark a few days 
earlier. Showing it to Cameahwait, he told 
him it was a message from Clark, saying 
that he would be along the next day with the 
main party. Cameahwait appeared to accept 
Lewis’s explanation, but some of the Sho¬ 
shone were suspicious, saying “that we told 
different stories,” as Lewis recorded in his 
journal. To keep the Shoshone interested, 
Lewis had told them that there was a woman 
of their own tribe traveling with the white 
men up the river. Not only that, Drouillard 
added, “we had a man with us who was black 
and had short curling hair.” This seemed to 
astonish the Shoshone, and Lewis concluded 
that “they seemed quite as anxious to see this 


monster,” meaning York, “as they wer the 
merchandise which we had to barter for their 
horses.” He slept uneasily that night, fearing 
that the Shoshone would slip back across the 
mountain to safety, and in doing so doom the 
expedition. 

A DAY OF REUNIONS 

Early the next morning, August 17, Drouillard 
and several Shoshone set out along the river 
bank to find Clark. Shortly after 7 a.m., they 
ran into the expedition as it struggled up¬ 
stream. Sacagawea was among the first to 
see Drouillard and his Shoshone compan¬ 
ions approach, and according to Clark she 
“danced for the joyful Sight” because she rec¬ 
ognized the Indians as her own people. Soon 
afterward, Clark’s party reached the forks of 
the Beaverhead, to Lewis’s immense relief. 
Cameahwait greeted the new white chief 
warmly, bidding him sit on a white buffalo 
skin and tying small pieces of seashell into 
Clark’s hair in ceremonial greeting. Saca¬ 
gawea, meanwhile, embraced another young 
woman who she recognized as a girl who 
had been captured with her that day five years 
earlier along the Three Forks, but who unlike 
Sacagawea had managed to escape her 
captors. 

Then came the most unexpected reunion 
of all. Lewis and Clark sat down with Cam¬ 
eahwait to smoke a pipe in preparation for 
negotiations. Sacagawea and Charbonneau 
were called over to provide translation. As she 
joined the circle of men, Sacagawea suddenly 
recognized Cameahwait as her own long-lost 
brother. Weeping with joy, she ran to Cam¬ 
eahwait, threw her blanket over him, and 
embraced him. If there had been any question 
before of Shoshone friendship for these 
white strangers, it was now a thing of the past. 
Lewis and Clark would name their meeting 
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place at the forks of the Beaverhead “Camp 
Fortunate." 

Everyone seemed to have a very good time. 
The Shoshone were impressed by Lewis’s 
air gun, by his dog, Seaman, and by the prom¬ 
ised appearance of York—a man, not a mon¬ 
ster, as they could now see for themselves. 
Lewis bought a few horses for some trifles 
from the expedition’s collection of trade 
goods. Some of the soldiers, Lewis noted in his 
journal, did some trading of their own and 
arranged to have “connection” with the 
“tawney damsels” who had accompanied the 
Shoshone warriors across Lemhi Pass. Lewis 
urged his men to make sure they did not anger 
any Shoshone husbands by paying unwanted 
attention to their wives, but no problems 
arose on that score. 

August 18 was Lewis’s birthday and found 
him depressed. Perhaps he was feeling let 
down after the emotional reunions of the pre¬ 
vious day. Or perhaps he was just feeling a 
long way from home, with a long way still to 
go to reach the Pacific. He had only one close 
friend on the expedition, William Clark, and 
Clark was about to set off without him across 
the Continental Divide to do some advance 
route-finding. 

Whatever the reason for his low spirits, 
Lewis dwelled at length on his personal 
shortcomings in his journal: “This day I com¬ 
pleted my thirty-first year, and conceived 
that I had in all human probability now 
existed about half the period which I am to 
remain ... I reflected that I had as yet done 
but little, very little, indeed, to further the 
hapiness of the human race or to advance the 
information of the succeeding generation.” 
He regretted all the time he had wasted in his 
youth, when he could have been improving 
himself and learning more. But he resolved, 
“in future, to live for mankind, as I have 
heretofore lived for myself.” Perhaps this res¬ 


olution made Lewis feel better, perhaps not. 
A little over a week later he stopped making 
daily journal entries, and with rare excep¬ 
tions did not resume until January 1 of the 
following year. 

ROUTE-FINDING 

That same morning Clark set out with 
Cameahwait, most of the Shoshone, 11 of his 
own men, plus Sacagawea and Pomp. 
Cameahwait had already warned Lewis of the 
difficulties the rivers west of the Continental 
Divide presented to travelers, but the white 
men took axes with them to build canoes if 
Clark should find a water route that looked 
promising. Lewis would remain behind for the 
moment with the rest of the Corps of Discov¬ 
ery. They prepared a cache for supplies and 
sank the dugouts with stones in a nearby 
pond, preserving them for future use. Lewis 
set his men to work manufacturing wooden 
packsaddles for carrying supplies, waiting for 
Cameahwait’s promised return with the 
horses they needed if they were going to get 
their supplies over the mountains. 

When the advance party reached the 
Shoshone encampment on the Lemhi River, 
Clark questioned Cameahwait about the path 
that lay ahead of the expedition. Until this 
time they had followed directions given the 
previous winter by the Hidatsa; but the Hi- 
datsa knew little, except by hearsay, of the 
land to the west of the Rockies. Lewis and 
Clark had expected to find the “southern fork” 
of the Columbia when they crossed the Conti¬ 
nental Divide. But, as they now were coming 
to understand, there was no southern fork of 
the Columbia. Could they travel by tributary 
streams to the Columbia? If so, they could still 
preserve the essence of President Jefferson’s 
dream of finding a mostly water-borne pas¬ 
sageway across the continent. 
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The Lemhi River intersected another larger 
river (the present-day Salmon) a few miles to 
the north. The Salmon headed north and then 
its main fork headed westward, the direction 
they wanted to go. That sounded promising, 
but Cameahwait told Clark that the fast-run¬ 
ning Salmon, which cut through a deep 
canyon with impassable slopes, would not 
suit their purpose. 

There was another route, Cameahwait told 
Clark, although it involved a long overland 
trek. They could follow the banks of the 
Salmon River’s north fork, then push on over a 
rough trail through steep hills into another 
river valley (the present-day Bitterroot Valley). 
Eventually they would find a westward trail 
that led to a pass through even higher moun¬ 
tains than they had already encountered. 
They would find little to eat in the high coun¬ 
try in this season. But there were Indians who 
regularly used the trail to travel back and forth 
to buffalo country. These were the “persed 
[pierced] nosed Indians” who lived on a river 
that “ran a great way toward the seting sun 
and finally lost itself in a great lake of water 
which was illy taisted and where the white 
men lived.” 

The description of the ill-tasting great lake 
sounded to Clark like the Pacific, their ulti¬ 
mate destination. And if Indians could take 
the trail across the western mountains, white 
men could as well. For Clark, Cameahwait’s 
words “instantly settled” for him the question 
of which way the expedition should go. Cau¬ 
tious as always, he still intended to explore the 
Salmon River route just to make sure Cameah¬ 
wait was not exaggerating its difficulties. He 
and his men set out upriver with a Shoshone 
guide named Old Toby, but they did not get 
far. Cameahwait had not exaggerated the diffi¬ 
culty of the river route. They would have to go 
by land over the mountains after all. The hard- 
to-kill notion of a short-portage water route to 


the Pacific finally died with Clark’s brief explo¬ 
ration of the Salmon River. 

Having seen Clark off on his foray up the 
Salmon, Cameahwait headed back across 
Lemhi Pass to join Lewis at Camp Fortunate, 
accompanied by Sacagawea, Charbonneau, 
and about 50 Shoshone. They did more horse¬ 
trading. Lewis bought nine horses and a mule 
from the Shoshone and rented two others, 
and then with supplies loaded on the newly 
made packsaddles, he headed back over the 
pass on August 24. Cameahwait wanted to 
please his new white friends, who had been 
good to his sister, and who promised to bring 
trade—and guns—to the Shoshone. But there 
was a problem. They were heading west, away 
from the buffalo. The whites wanted the 
Shoshone to stay camped along the Lemhi 
River while they purchased still more horses 
from them. Cameahwait’s people were fam¬ 
ished and needed to come east to the buffalo 
plains as soon as possible. So, while promising 
Lewis to accompany him all the way back to 
the Shoshone encampment, he secretly sent 
some of his men out on the morning of August 
25 to alert the rest of his band that it was time 
to break camp and move east. 

Sacagawea now gave a very clear indica¬ 
tion that her loyalties lay with the Americans, 
and not with her own tribe. Having learned of 
Cameahwait’s secret plan, she told Charbon¬ 
neau. Her husband, who did not seem to think 
it was very important news, finally got around 
to mentioning Cameahwait’s plan to Lewis 
several hours later. “I was out of patience with 
the folly of Charbono,” Lewis fumed in a jour¬ 
nal entry. The Frenchman “had not sufficient 
sagacity to see the consequencies which 
would inevitably flow from such a movement 
of the indians ...” If the Shoshone headed east 
in the next day or so, then they could not trade 
with them for more horses, which would be a 
disaster for the expedition. 
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Lewis confronted Cameahwait. He once 
again threatened and shamed the Shoshone 
chief. If Cameahwait failed to honor his prom¬ 
ise to the expedition, Lewis would guarantee 
that no whites would ever come and trade 
arms to the Shoshone. The chief “remained 
silent for some time, [but] at length he told me 
that he knew he had done wrong but that he 
had been induced to that measure from see¬ 
ing all his people hungary. . . .” Cameahwait 
agreed to send another messenger ahead to 
tell his people to remain in their encamp¬ 
ment. The expedition was saved, though 
Lewis did not seem to fully appreciate the sac¬ 
rifice that the Shoshone were making on 
behalf of the self-righteous white strangers. 

Lewis and his men reached the Shoshone 
encampment on August 26. That night there 
was fiddle music and dancing, “much to the 
amusement and gratification of the natives.” 
Cameahwait had promised that there would 
be horse-trading on the next day, but Lewis 
spent another uneasy night fearing “that the 
caprice of the indians might suddenly induce 
them to withhold their horses from us ...” 

Lewis got his horses, although not the 
sleek mounts he had admired in their herd. 
The Shoshone were becoming shrewder 
traders and made the white men pay a high 
price in their trade goods for a collection of 
old and ailing nags, not at all the kind of ani¬ 
mals that Lewis would have chosen to ride 
back home in Virginia. There was nothing to 
be done about it. They needed mounts, and 
now they had them, 29 horses and one mule. 
Clark rejoined Lewis at the Shoshone en¬ 
campment on August 29, and on the following 
day, guided by Old Toby and his son, they said 
goodbye to Cameahwait and set out overland 
up the Lemhi River and then up the north fork 
of the Salmon River. The ankle-deep snow 
through which they slogged over the rough 
terrain reminded them again of the need to 


push on as hard and fast as they could before 
the onset of winter. 

FLATHEAD COUNTRY 

The Corps of Discovery left the banks of the 
Salmon River behind and crossed over what 
later became known as Lost Trail Pass on Sep¬ 
tember 3, dropping down the following day 
into easier traveling country in the Bitterroot 
Valley. Here, they met another tribe of Indians, 
the Flathead or Salish tribe, who were camped 
at a site near present-day Ross’s Hole, Mon¬ 
tana. “[T]hose people reeved us friendly,” 
Clark wrote in his journal, “threw white robes 
[over] our Sholders & Smoked in the pipes of 
peace.” 

The “Flathead” name was misleading. 
Some Indian tribes in the Northwest bound 
the heads of infants with boards to shape their 
growing skulls with a slanted or “flattened” 
forehead, which they considered a mark of 
beauty. The Salish did not follow this practice, 
but since they lived in the region where Lewis 
and Clark expected to find head-flattening, 
they called them by that name anyway. Lewis 
and Clark also marveled to hear the Salish 
speak a language that, to their ears, sounded 
remarkably like Welsh; the myth of the Welsh 
Indians died even harder than the myth of the 
short portage across the Rockies. 

They bought more horses from the Salish, 
who also generously exchanged some of 
their fresh mounts for the broken-down 
Shoshone cast-offs in the expedition’s herd. 
With their 40 or so horses they could lighten 
the packs each animal carried, so they made 
good time as they headed north alongside 
the Bitterroot River. Lining the broad river 
valley on both sides were mountain ranges— 
to the east the relatively gentle Sapphire 
Mountains, but to the west, the direction they 
would have to cross, the higher, more jagged, 
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Contrary to the name Lewis and Clark knew them by, Flathead Indians did not, in fact, flatten their heads. 
This painting, done by James W. Alden in 1857, shows a camp and the clearing of land along the Flathead 
River. (National Archives [NWDNC-J6-E221-ALDEN45]) 
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and increasingly snow-covered Bitterroot 
Mountains. Under other circumstances the 
scenery might have inspired them, but their 
stomachs were empty and they did not care. 
On September 6 Clark noted bleakly that there 
was “nothing to eate but berries, our flour out, 
and but little Corn, the hunters killed 2 
pheasents only . . .” Several days of hard rain 
did nothing to lift their spirits. 

THE HARDEST STRETCH 

On September 9 the Corps of Discovery 
camped on a “fine bould clear running 
stream,” which entered the Bitterroot River 
from the west, about 10 miles south of pres¬ 
ent-day Missoula, Montana. They called this 
stream Traveler’s Rest Creek (it was later 
known as Lolo Creek). Old Toby gave them 
news there that was both discouraging and 
encouraging. To the east lay a trail alongside a 
river (present-day Big Blackfoot River). If they 
followed that trail over the mountains to the 
east, they would come to an easy pass, and in 
just four days they would reach the Missouri 
River near the Great Falls. The previous winter 
the Hidatsa had tried to tell them about this 
pass, but they had misunderstood the direc¬ 
tions they had been given. As a result, they 
had wasted nearly two months traveling south 
to the headwaters of the Missouri before 
heading up a parallel path northward along 
the Salmon and Bitterroot Rivers. (Of course, 
if they had crossed at the earlier opportunity, 
they would have done so without the benefit 
of horses.) The encouraging aspect of Old 
Toby’s news was that, on their return trip, they 
could make much better time heading for 
home if they followed his suggested route. 

Meanwhile, there were high mountains to 
the west still to be crossed. The men did not 
look forward to what lay ahead. “The snow 
makes them look like the middle of winter,” 
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Joseph Whitehouse wrote in his journal of the 
Bitterroots; they were “the most terrible 
mountains that I ever beheld,” according to 
Sergeant Gass. 

On September 11 the Corps of Discovery 
set out along what has come to be called the 
Lolo Trail. For 11 cold, hungry, weary days 
they struggled across the Bitterroots. Horses 
slipped on the steep footing and rolled down 
the hillsides, scattering the expedition’s sup¬ 
plies. That no one was killed or injured en 
route seems a miracle. But the phrase much 
fatigued appeared day after day in Clark’s 


journal. Bad weather added to their woes. 
What was rain in the Bitterroot Valley turned 
to snow in the Bitterroot Range. Eight inches 
of snow fell on September 16, and Clark wrote 
in his journal that “I have been as wet and as 
cold in every part as I ever was in my life.” 

Everything else might have been endur¬ 
able, had it not been for hunger. The place 
names they bestowed en route serve to com¬ 
memorate their days of travel on meager 
rations: There was “Killed Colt Creek” where 
they stopped to eat one of the colts in their 
herd, and “Hungery Creek” where they failed 



This photograph taken by Edward Curtis in about 1910 shows four Salish (Flathead) women sitting on the 
ground preparing meat, probably in much the same way as they had at the time of Lewis and Clark. (Library 
of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division [LOT 1232J-A]) 
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Bitterroot Mountains (Lolo Trail), 
September-October 1805 and May-July 1806 


Hot springs^ 

^LoloPasU 

Rocky Point Lookout ) 

O'Cayu 

unction ^X 



Montana 



Main route 

Westbound route approximated 
Eastbound route variations 
Eastbound route approximated 
VCamp A Indian village 
Aa Mountain peak 
□ Other important site 


Note: Contemporary boundaries and state 
names are provided for reference. 

Terms in quotation marks indicate 
place-names used in the travelers' journals. 


15 miles 


15 km 


1. "When we had gone 2 miles, we came to a most beautiful 
warm spring, the water of which is considerably above 
the blood-heat; and I could not bear my hand in it 
without unpleasantness.” 

—Patrick Gass, September 13, 1805 

2. . . encamped opposit a Small Island at the mouth of a 
branch on the right side of the river. . . . Here we were 
compelled to kill a colt for our men &. selves to eat for the 
want of meat & we named the south fork Colt Killed 
Creek, ...” 

—William Clark, September 14, 1805 

3. "Some of the men without Socks, wrapped rags on their 
feet, and loaded up our horses and Set out without any¬ 
thing to eat and proceeded on. Could hardly See the old 
trail for the Snow.” 

—Joseph Whitehouse, September 16, 1805 


4 - “Encamped on a bold running creek passing to the left 
which I call Hunger? Creek as at that place we had 
nothing to eate.” 

—William Clark, September 18, 1805 

5 - “The men are becoming lean and debilitated, on account 
of the scarcity and poor quality of the provisions on which 
we subsist... We have, however, some hopes of getting 
soon out of this horrible mountainous desert...” 

—Patrick Gass, September 19, 1805 

6- “At 12 miles descended the mountain to a leavel pine 
countrey. Proceeded on ... to a small plain in which I 
found main Indian lodges. Those people gave us a small 
piece of buffalow meat, some dried salmon beries & roots. 
... They call themselves Cho pun-nish or Pierced noses." 

—William Clark, September 20, 1805 

Note : Original spelling and punctuation have been retained 

from journal entries. 




















114 Across America: The Lewis and Clark Expedition 



The Corps of Discovery trekked across the Bitterroot Mountains to the Clearwater River by way of the Lolo 
Trail, a historic Indian hunting and trade route. (Montana Historical Society, Helena) 


to have even that poor a meal. Normally, four 
deer were required to feed the expedition; 
in their 11 days in the Bitterroots, they man¬ 
aged to kill only five deer, little more than 
a single day’s ration. The howling coyotes 
did not make for restful nights, but Captain 
Lewis killed one and it went into the pot to 
feed the men, as did a few grouse, one duck, 
and some crayfish. They were eventually 
reduced to eating some of the “portable” 
(dried) soup they had lugged all the way up 
the Missouri; it must have been a truly vile 
concoction, because if there was anything 


else to eat—even coyote—they avoided it. 
They also consumed 20 pounds of the can¬ 
dles they carried. 

NEZ PERCE HOSPITALITY 

On September 18, with the expedition still 
floundering over the snowy hills of the Bitter¬ 
roots, Clark set off ahead of the main party 
with six men in search of open country and 
better hunting. Two days later, on September 
20, Clark and his party reached the Weippe 
Prairie in present-day Clearwater County, 
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Idaho, 160 miles from their starting point at 
Traveler’s Rest. There they came across an 
encampment of Nez Perce Indians. They were 
directed by the Indians to another encamp¬ 
ment on the Clearwater River, where they met 
a Nez Perce chief named Twisted Hair. 

h ike the Shoshone, most of the Nez Perce 
had never encountered white men. According 
to Nez Perce tradition, the tribe debated what 
to do about the strangers. Some thought they 
should kill them and take their rifles and other 
goods. An old woman named Watkuweis, who 
like Sacagawea had been captured by a rival 
Indian tribe, was the only Nez Perce who had 
ever seen whites before. Fortunately her expe¬ 
rience with whites (probably French traders) 
had been good. “These are the people who 
helped me,” she said of the whites. “Do them 
no hurt.” 


The Nez Perce fed the famished white 
strangers on dried salmon and a bread made 
from camas roots. (The camas plant, a form of 
lily common in the West, produced a blue 
flower in the spring; when it lost its flowers, 
the Nez Perce and other Indian tribes would 
dig up the bulbs, steam, and then dry them, 
and grind them into flour.) Clark and his men 
ate heartily, but unfortunately they found that 
the new diet did not sit well in their famished 
stomachs. “I find myself verry unwell all the 
evening,” Clark wrote in his journal on Sep¬ 
tember 20, “from eating the fish & roots too 
freely.” The next day was no better: “I am very 
sick today,” Clark wrote on the 21, “and puke 
which relive me.” Clark treated himself and 
his men with Rush’s Pills, a powerful laxative 
that only increased their stomach miseries. 
When Lewis and the rest of the party stumbled 



Lewis and Clark’s diplomatic efforts are illustrated in the above etching by Patrick Gass of the two men 
holding council with Indians. (Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division [LC-USZ62-17372]) 
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down out of the Bitterroot Range on Septem¬ 
ber 22, Clark tried to warn them to go easy on 
the salmon and camas roots, but to no avail. 
They stuffed themselves, as starving people 
will, and soon were as sick as Clark and his 
men. (It is likely that their illness was due to 
bacteria in the fish.) 

Despite their illness, Lewis and Clark car¬ 
ried out their duties as diplomats, handing out 
Jefferson medals to Twisted Hair and several 
other chiefs. Twisted Hair drew them a map on 
a piece of white elk skin showing how to travel 


by lesser rivers westward to the river which 
flowed directly to the sea. He and another 
chief named Tetoharsky also agreed to accom¬ 
pany Lewis and Clark through Nez Perce terri¬ 
tory as far as the Columbia. 

On September 26 Clark, accompanied by 
Twisted Hair and several other Nez Perce 
Indians, established the “Canoe Camp” on a 
site five miles west of present-day Orofino, 
Idaho. The new camp was on the south 
bank of what Lewis and Clark would call in 
Nez Perce language the Kooskooskee River 


The Nez Perce Horses.-—, 

Meriwether Lewis greatly admired the horses possessed by the Indian tribes 
west of the Rockies. In February 1806 he would write in his journal: “Their 
horses appear to be of an excellent race; they are lofty eligantly formed active 
and durable; in short many of them look like fine English coarsers and would 
make a figure in any country.” 

Spanish explorers introduced horses to the North American continent in the 
mid-i 6 th century. No other European import had as dramatic an impact on the 
lives of western Indians as the horse. When the Indians acquired horses, they 
swiftly changed long-established patterns of settlement, warfare, hunting, and 
trading. The introduction of the horse allowed tribes living in the river valleys 
west of the Rockies to venture eastward across the mountains to hunt buffalo, 
while at the same time increasing the risk of conflict with the Plains-dwelling 
Indians such as the Lakota. 

The Nez Perce had first acquired horses around 1700 . They used their horses 
for transportation on their yearly migration west of the Rockies, when whole vil¬ 
lages would migrate from the valleys of the Columbia, Snake, and Clearwater 
Rivers to higher elevations where they would gather camas roots and fruit, 
hunt, and fish the mountain streams. 

The Nez Perce became known as expert horse breeders. Appaloosa horses, 
with their distinctive spotted coats, were often to be found in Nez Perce herds. 
Lewis described the Appaloosa breed in his journal as “pided [pied] with large 
spots of white irregularly scattered and intermixed with the black brown bey 
[reddish brown] or some other dark color. . . .” (The term Appaloosa is derived 
from the Palouse River, which flows through eastern Washington.) The Nez 
Perce valued their horses highly. They painted their coats and decorated their 
halters and saddles with beads, dye, and porcupine quills. 
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(the present-day middle fork of the Clear¬ 
water River). Virtually all the Corps of Discov¬ 
ery were still recovering from stomach 
ailments (Lewis suffering intensely, and 
Clark feeling only a little better). But with the 
help of the Nez Perce they soon built five 
dugout canoes, this time out of ponderosa 
pines rather than the cottonwoods they had 
relied on along the Missouri. The Indians 
showed them how to burn out the interior of 
felled trees to save labor. By October 6 their 
new fleet was complete. They branded the 38 
horses that had survived the trip over Lolo 
Trail and turned them over to the care of the 
Nez Perce, burying their saddles and some 
other supplies. 

Finally on the afternoon of October 7, the 
Corps of Discovery proceeded on down the 


Clearwater River in their new dugout canoes. 
The short portage they had expected to find 
connecting the waters of the Missouri to the 
waters of the Columbia had turned into an 
arduous land journey of two months’ duration 
and some 400 miles of rugged terrain. It must 
have been a great relief to the footsore soldiers 
to find themselves once again riding in 
canoes, instead of bushwhacking through 
rough and broken country. Even better, they 
were traveling with the current, instead of 
against it as they had all the long way up the 
Missouri River. The Clearwater River was flow¬ 
ing toward the Pacific. 


9 

“Ocian in View!” 

To the Pacific 


Lewis was still feeling sick to his stom¬ 
ach when the expedition resumed its 
journey on water, this time setting off 
in its little fleet on the waters of the Clearwater 
River. Clark recorded the last-minute confu¬ 
sion that attended the Corps of Discovery’s 
departure on October 7: “ [A] s we were about to 
set off we missd. both of the Chiefs who prom¬ 
ised to accompany us; I also missed my Pipe 
Tomahawk which Could not be found.” The 
pipe tomahawk never turned up that day, but 
the chiefs did the following day, October 8, 
when Twisted Hair and Tetoharsky boarded the 
expedition’s dugouts near a village a few miles 
west of Canoe Camp. There was more confu¬ 
sion on October 9, when Old Toby and his son 
suddenly departed without collecting the pay 
they were owed for five weeks’ service guiding 
the expedition, including the terrible week and 
a half the Corps of Discovery had spent cross¬ 
ing the Bitterroot Mountains. The captains 
never knew what scared off their heretofore 
intrepid Shoshone guides, though it may have 
been the sight of the fast-flowing Clearwater 


River or the prospect of traveling among 
strange Indians in territory so far from home. 
Lewis and Clark asked the Nez Perce chiefs to 
send a horseman to bring back Old Toby and 
his son so they could be properly compensated 
but were told it would be pointless; anything 
the white men gave the Shoshone guide would 
be taken from him by the Nez Perce Indians 
whose villages he would have to pass before 
reaching the protection of his own tribe. 

DOWN THE CLEARWATER 

The dangers of the Clearwater were not to be 
underestimated. On the expedition’s first day 
on the river, one of the canoes struck a rock 
and sprung a leak. Fortunately it remained 
afloat, and the men were able to repair it that 
night. Notwithstanding the mishap, the Corps 
of Discovery made 20 miles on the Clearwater 
that day. After making a further 18 miles the 
next day, another canoe, piloted by Sergeant 
Gass, struck a rock. Filling rapidly with water 
with water through a leak in its side, it over- 
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On October 8, 1805, the rapids of the Grand River sent one of the corps’ canoes crashing into a broken tree- 
top. This etching made by Sergeant Patrick Gass shows the canoe sinking, but none of the crew members’ 
journal entries of the day seem stark. Rather, the men were eager to describe the Indian tribe they met soon 
after. (Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division [LC-U5Z62-ig2]2]) 


turned, dumping men and supplies in the 
rapids. The expedition laid up on a nearby 
island on October 9 to dry their goods and 
make further repairs. 

Stuck on the shore, the explorers found 
themselves the object of great curiosity on the 
part of the local Indian population. They usu¬ 
ally welcomed such attention, but this time 
the curiosity they attracted was not entirely 
innocent. “The Indians troublesom,” Clark 
noted on the 9: “Stole my Spoon.” Theft had 
not been a problem until now. When they 
traveled up the Missouri and crossed the 
Rockies, the Corps of Discovery had been able 
to welcome Indians into their midst without 
the least thought for protecting their belong¬ 
ings; as Lewis wrote of the Shoshone, notwith¬ 


standing their “extreem poverty” they were 
“extreemly honest.” 

The tribes they encountered along the 
Clearwater, Snake, and Columbia Rivers dis¬ 
played a different attitude toward expedition 
property. They apparently did not think the 
whites would notice or care much if a few 
small and useful items disappeared from their 
packs and canoes. If the Corps of Discovery 
had still been as well equipped as it was when 
setting off up the Missouri, that might have 
proven the case. But at this stage of their jour¬ 
ney, every spoon counted. 

DOWN THE SNAKE 

On October 10 the explorers set off again 
down the Clearwater and, despite yet another 
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near-disastrous encounter between a canoe 
and a rock, managed to cover an extraordi¬ 
nary 60 miles of river that day, the farthest 
they had ever come in a single day. That night 
they slept at the confluence of the Clearwater 
and the Snake Rivers. (Their journey that day 
also took them across the border from pres¬ 
ent-day Idaho to present-day Washington.) 

As the corps headed westward, the coun¬ 
try along the river changed dramatically. They 
left the mountains and high meadows behind 
and found themselves in a region of rolling 
hills and canyons. The ponderosa pines that 
they had passed along the shores of the Clear¬ 
water disappeared: There was now “no timber 
of any kind,’’ Clark noted in his journal on 
October 12 as they sailed down the Snake. 
They had passed through vast tracts of tree¬ 
less land before. But in the Great Plains they 
found cottonwood trees to camp among 
along the river bottom. The waving grasses of 
the prairie lands, at least along the Lower 
Missouri, suggested to them the possibility of 
raising crops and building settlements. They 
could imagine white settlers following in their 
wake. Along the Snake, Clark complained, 
nothing grew by the riverside but “a fiew Hack 
berry bushes and willows. . . .” In the even 
drier terrain to come when they reached the 
eastern Columbia, sagebrush would domi¬ 
nate the landscape. Lewis, who was once 
again leaving the daily journal-keeping to 
Clark, was not moved to any of the rapturous 
descriptions of the countryside to compare 
with his appreciation for the Lower Missouri, 
the mouth of the Yellowstone, or the Missouri 
Breaks. 

Compared to their struggle getting across 
the Bitterroots the month before, they were 
making good progress. But river travel, even 
with the advantage of a favorable current, was 
still strenuous. Although they had hired three 
Indian guides to help them navigate the 


Snake’s rapids, they could not avoid frequent 
spills, costing them irreplaceable supplies and 
valuable time. A dugout piloted by Drouillard 
struck a rock on October 14 and sank, along 
with blankets, tomahawks, shot pouches, and 
other goods. In five days on the Snake, they 
traveled less than 120 miles. 

ONTO THE COLUMBIA 

On October 16 they reached the junction of 
the Snake and the Columbia Rivers, 3,714 
miles from their starting point on the Missis¬ 
sippi River. Clark was very matter-of-fact in 
his description of the day’s events: “[Hjaving 
taken our Diner Set Out and proceeded on 
Seven miles to the junction of this river [the 
Snake] and the Columbia which joins from the 
N.W.” Clark’s understated response should not 
obscure the significance of the moment, for 
the Corps of Discovery’s arrival at the Colum¬ 
bia rivaled the crossing of the Continental 
Divide in its importance in the history of the 
Lewis and Clark expedition. It had been 13 
years since an American merchant captain, 
Robert Gray, had discovered the river’s mouth 
on the Pacific. If Jefferson’s dream of a water 
route across the continent was no longer 
viable, his soldiers had nonetheless found a 
route linking the major river crossing the 
Plains with the major river that flowed to the 
Pacific. 

The Corps of Discovery came upon the 
Columbia more than halfway along the river’s 
1,210-mile course to the sea. The headwaters 
of the river, which Lewis and Clark never saw, 
were to be found in a lake deep in Canadian 
territory, in present-day British Columbia. For 
its first 200 miles the river flows northwest¬ 
ward, before bending to the south. A hundred 
miles below the present-day U.S.-Canadian 
border, the river bends westward and contin¬ 
ues more or less due west to the Pacific. It is 
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the second-longest river in the Americas 
emptying in the Pacific (Canada’s and Alaska’s 
Yukon River is the longest.) When they 
reached the confluence of the Snake and the 
Columbia, Lewis and Clark were back on a 
river that had already been explored by white 
men, from its mouth on the Pacific to a dis¬ 
tance of about 100 miles inland. They were 
thus linked again to the world they had known 
in the East, as well as on the last stretch of 
their journey to the western edge of the conti¬ 


nent. But they still had some 400 miles of 
treacherous waters to navigate ahead of them. 

As they traveled along the river, Lewis and 
Clark found new reasons to be glad they had 
brought Sacagawea along with them. Clark 
noted in his journal on October 13: “The wife 
of Shabono our interpetr we find reconsiles all 
the Indians, as to our friendly intentions—a 
woman with a party of men is a token of 
peace.” The two Nez Perce chiefs, Twisted Hair 
and Tetoharsky, accompanying the expedition 



This photograph taken by Edward Curtis in December 1910, is of Chinook Indians sitting in a canoe by the 
shore of the Columbia River. Reaching the river, the gateway to the Pacific, was one of the expedition’s most 
momentous successes. (Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division [LC-USZ62-4J010]) 



122 Across America: The Lewis and Clark Expedition 


The Columbia River Salmon Culture = 

The lands they were passing through may have seemed barren and inhospitable 
to the Corps of Discovery, but the waters cutting through them in the deep river 
valleys of the region were richly endowed with migratory salmon. The Indians 
who lived along the river fed themselves from its bounty. While no single Indian 
community along the Columbia was as large or permanently established as the 
Mandan villages, the region was as thickly populated as any Lewis and Clark 
would pass through on their journey. Every few miles the expedition came 
across another small riverside settlement of timber-framed lodgings with rush 
mats covering walls and roofs, and as Clark noted, “targe Scaffols of fish drying 
at every lodge ...” The salmon was as important to the peoples who lived along 
the rivers of the Pacific Northwest as the buffalo was to the peoples who lived 
along the upper Missouri River. 

Salmon endured a strenuous life cycle. Born in freshwater, newly hatched 
salmon made their way hundreds of miles down streams and rivers to the 
ocean, where they grew into adults. Every year, between mid-April and mid- 
October, vast numbers of adult salmon (perhaps as many as 16 million) would 
swim back from the ocean through the freshwaters of the Columbia and its trib¬ 
utary rivers, branching off from the rivers to the exact stream where they had 
been born. There they would spawn their eggs, renewing the life cycle, and 
dying soon afterward. The Indians along the rivers would harvest the fish as 
they made their annual runs upstream. Lewis and Clark recorded the existence 
of a number of varieties of salmon they encountered on the Columbia and its 
tributaries: the silver or coho salmon, the king or chinook salmon, the blue- 
backed or sockeye salmon, as well as the related species, the steelhead trout. 


on this stretch of its journey also served as a 
sign that the white men were not to be feared 
or attacked. They set off ahead of the expedi¬ 
tion, announcing its coming to the Indian 
bands in fishing encampments along the 
river. The tribes in this region were related to 
the Nez Perce, and spoke dialects of the same 
language, known to later generations of lin¬ 
guists as Sahaptian. 

Twisted Hair and Tetoharsky’s advance 
work helped win a particularly friendly recep¬ 
tion for the Corps of Discovery when they 
came upon the junction of the Snake and 
Columbia. The arrival of the white explorers 


provided a welcome distraction to the Yakama 
and Wanapam Indians who were camped 
there, drying fish and repairing their gear at 
the end of the annual salmon run. Clark 
recorded that the local chief came to see them 
“at the head of about 200 men Singing and 
beeting on their drums . . The Indians 
formed a half circle around the white men 
“and Sung for Some time ...” 

They spent two days camped at the conflu¬ 
ence of the Snake and Columbia. Back among 
Indians who were “of a mild disposition and 
friendly disposed,” the captains took advan¬ 
tage of the opportunity to practice some 
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diplomacy. They smoked a peace pipe with 
the chief, and they put on the same show they 
had perfected a year earlier, heading up the 
Missouri. They handed out Jefferson medals 
and made a speech informing the gathering 
“of our friendly disposition to all nations, and 
our joy in Seeing those of our Children around 
us.” The Yakama and Wanapam were techni¬ 
cally nobody’s “children” at that moment, 
because neither the Great White Father in 
Washington or his rival in London had yet 
established valid claim to the lands along the 
Columbia or the Snake. But Lewis and Clark’s 
words made clear that they thought it was 
only a matter of time before the land on the 
western side of the Continental Divide, like 
that to the east, would become part of the 
United States. For their part, the local Indians 
were not troubled by the question of where 
the actual territorial boundaries of the United 
States ended in 1805; it could not have 
seemed like a question that would ever have 
much effect on their lives. 

From the Wanapam chief Cutssahnem, 
and from another Yakama chief whose name 
went unrecorded, the explorers received maps 
of the Columbia that included information on 
what Indian tribes might be expected along 
their route. On October 18 they set sail down 
the last of the rivers they would follow to the 
Pacific. Sergeant Gass recorded in his journal 
entry for the day that “we proceeded down the 
Great Columbia, which is a very beautiful 
river.” 

On their first day on the Columbia, they 
encountered the Walla Walla tribe near the 
mouth of a river that bore their name. The 
chief, named Yellepit, “a bold handsom Indian, 
with a dignified countenance about 35 years of 
age ...,” according to Clark, gave them another 
friendly reception. Yellepit brought the whites 
a basket of berries as a gift, and in turn he 
received one of the Jefferson medals. The chief 


wanted Lewis and Clark to stay and visit with 
his tribe for a while. But, keenly conscious of 
the approach of winter, the captains begged 
off, promising to stay longer with the Walla 
Walla on their return trip. 

DIFFICULT WATERS 

The Corps of Discovery at first enjoyed 
smooth sailing on the broad waters of the 
Columbia. Measuring the river on October 18, 
Clark found it stretched nearly 1,000 yards 
from one bank to the other. But they soon dis¬ 
covered that the Columbia would not be an 
easy highway to the ocean. On October 22 the 
expedition’s canoes came to what Lewis and 
Clark called the Great Falls of the Columbia, 
later known as Celilo Falls, where the river’s 
elevation dropped 38 x h feet in a complicated 
series of falls and cataracts. The excellent 
fishing opportunities offered by the narrowing 
of the river at Celilo Falls had attracted In¬ 
dians to the area for the past 10,000 years, 
making it one of the longest-settled commu¬ 
nities in North America. To Lewis and Clark, 
however, it was just an obstacle. To get safely 
past the worst of these falls, they portaged 
their supplies along a narrow trail on the 
northern shore of the Columbia, near present- 
day Wishram, Washington, then crossed the 
river and hauled their dugouts along the 
southern shore. 

One challenge was quickly followed by the 
next on this stretch of the river. On October 24 
the river narrowed dramatically at a point 
near the present-day city of The Dalles, Ore¬ 
gon. All the water that had moved placidly 
down the Columbia where it was 1,000 yards 
wide was now pinched into a channel, which 
at its narrowest stretched a mere 45 yards 
from bank to bank. Clark described this pas¬ 
sage of the river as an “agitated gut swelling, 
boiling & whorling in every direction.” The 
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corps had to get through two sets of daunting 
rapids, called the Short Narrows and the Long 
Narrows. They considered another portage, 
but decided it would take too much time. 
Instead, with their most experienced boats- 
men at the helm, they ran the canoes down 
the narrows. Much to the astonishment of the 
Indians who were watching from the river- 
banks and clearly expected the foolish white 
men to drown in the attempt, they passed the 
narrows without mishap. 

The river was changing, and so were the 
peoples who lived along it. The riverbank 


along the Short and Long Narrows, like the 
Mandan villages, functioned as a center of 
trade that drew Indians up and down the river 
from many tribes. It also served as a linguistic 
and cultural dividing line. To the west of the 
Narrows, peace prevailed among the tribes 
speaking Sahaptian languages, stretching all 
the way to the Rockies; to the east of the Nar¬ 
rows, peace prevailed among the tribes who 
spoke languages of the Chinookan family, 
stretching all the way to the Pacific. But rela¬ 
tions between the Sahaptian- and Chinookan- 
speaking tribes were not peaceful. Twisted 



The overhead view of Celilo Falls in this photograph aptly represents the vastness of the falls and why Lewis 
and Clark named the landmark the Great Falls of the Columbia. (Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs 
Division [LC-USZ62-tojc>43]) 
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Fort Clatsop and Its Indian Neighbors, 1805-1806 



Umpqua 


Hair and Tetoharsky knew that if they went 
any further they would be straying into hostile 
territory, and for several days they had been 
saying they wanted to turn back and go home. 


Lewis and Clark persuaded them to stay with 
the expedition at least until they passed the 
Narrows, to give them a chance to broker 
peace between the tribes. The Nez Perce 
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chiefs agreed but warned the captains to be 
on their guard against attack by the Chi- 
nookan tribes. 

Lewis and Clark held their council on the 
evening of October 24, after their successful 
descent of the Narrows. A chief from the 
Wishram-Wasco band of Chinookan-speaking 
people came to their camp along with some of 
his warriors, providing “a favorable opportu¬ 
nity of bringing about a Piece,” Clark thought. 
They smoked pipes, handed out medals, and 
urged the tribes of the lower and upper 
Columbia to put aside their weapons. “[W]e 
have every reason to believe,” Clark wrote 
confidently in his journal that night, “that 
those two bands of nations are and will be on 
the most friendly terms with each other.” But 
the captains were again indulging in the wish¬ 
ful thinking that so often characterized their 
ventures into Indian diplomacy. Twisted Hair 
and Tetoharsky headed home the next day, 
anxious to return to the safety of Sahaptian- 
speaking territory. The Corps of Discovery was 
once again on its own. 

THE WESTERN COLUMBIA 

Not far past the Narrows, the corps confronted 
yet another pinched-in portion of the river, 
this one known as the Upper and Lower Cas¬ 
cades. This stretch seemed even more daunt¬ 
ing than the Narrows, and the captains 
decided to portage their goods and dugouts 
rather than push their luck any further. Below 
the cascades, on October 31 they found a 
“remarkable high detached rock” on the north 
shore of the Columbia, a volcanic plug almost 
900 feet in height, which they named Beacon 
Rock. 

Although they were still more than 100 
miles from the ocean, they began to feel the 
effects of the tides on the river; before they 
had traveled much farther, the river water 


would prove so salty they had to rely on rain¬ 
water to drink. Of that there would prove to be 
no shortage. The mountains they were now 
passing on either side of the river worked a 
dramatic change in the climate. 

On their very first day on the Columbia, 
back on October 18, Clark noted that they had 
seen “a mountain bearing S.W. Conocal form 
Covered with Snow.” On the next day, a second 
mountain came into view, “a high mountain of 
emence hight covered with Snow.” The first 
mountain he left nameless for the moment; 
the second, Clark decided, “must be one of the 
mountains laid down by Vancouver, as Seen 
from the mouth of the Columbia River”—that 
is, one of the mountains that the British naval 
officer William Broughton under the com¬ 
mand of Captain George Vancouver had dis¬ 
covered and named in 1792. “I take it to be Mt. 
St. Helens,” Clark wrote—though it was, in 
fact, Mount Adams, for Mount St. Helens is 
still hidden from view on that portion of the 
river. Looking back on November 3 in the 
direction from which they had come, Clark 
again saw the tall snow-capped peak that he 
had spotted on October 18 and left unnamed. 
He now realized that it must be Mount Hood, 
a high glacier-covered volcanic cone also 
named by Lieutenant Broughton. They soon 
reached the mouth of a river entering the 
southern side of the Columbia, a tributary 
they called the Quicksand (the present-day 
Sandy River). This was the highest point on 
the Columbia River reached by Broughton in 
his reconnaissance of 1792. Thus, for the first 
time since April, they were back in territory 
previously visited by whites. 

Mount Hood, Mount St. Helens, and 
Mount Adams were all part of the Cascade 
Range, a volcanic ridge averaging 5,000 feet in 
height, dotted with glaciated peaks that 
reached twice that height or more. The Cas¬ 
cades ran up the western edge of the conti- 
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nent, roughly 100 miles from the coast, from 
northern California through the present-day 
states of Oregon and Washington. The Colum¬ 
bia River provided one of the few open paths 
through this mountainous barrier, in a region 
later known as the Columbia Gorge. As they 
passed through the Cascades, the Corps of 
Discovery left behind the open hills and semi- 
desert conditions of the eastern end of the 
gorge and entered a region of deep forests and 
lush undergrowth. East of the Cascades, 


annual rainfall is limited to about six inches; 
west of the Cascades, 10 times as much falls 
every year, as the rain clouds perpetually 
rolling in from the Pacific bump up against the 
mountains and go no further. 

The explorers were in a hurry to get to the 
ocean, and they never stayed more than a 
night with any of the Chinook Indians whose 
wooden plank houses they passed along the 
river. White men, or at least the goods that 
white men had to offer, were no novelty to 
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these Indians. The corps saw one Indian wear¬ 
ing a sailor’s jacket, others wearing scarlet and 
blue blankets. There were iron pots, brass 
teakettles, and muskets in the villages. They 
even began hearing a few words of spoken 
English, suggesting both the proximity of 
white traders and the rough nature of their 
conversations (among the recognizable words 
Lewis recorded hearing from Indians they 
now encountered was “musquit, powder, shot, 
knife, file, damned rascal, sun of a bitch, etc.”). 
Another less-than-welcome sign of frequent 
contact with white merchants was the fact 
that the Chinook knew the value of the things 
they offered to sell the expedition, especially 
food. “They asc high prices for what they Sell,” 
Clark complained on November 1, “and Say 
that the white people below give great prices 
for every thing...." 

Their dislike of the local Indians mounted 
as they found themselves besieged by light- 
fingered visitors. Clark had a pipe tomahawk 
stolen on November 4 in a tense encounter 
with a band of Skilloot Indians on an island 
on the southern shore of the Columbia they 
called Wappatoe Island (present-day Sauvie 
Island); a few days later, three Indians were 
caught in the act of stealing a knife; a few 
days after that, Shannon and Willard’s guns 
were stolen, though recovered when the 
white men confronted the thieves. Clark 
warned one group of visiting Indians that if 
they tried to steal guns or other expedition 
goods, “the men would Certainly shute 
them . . .” 



AT LAST THE PACIFIC 

All their troubles were momentarily forgotten 
on November 7, as they sailed down a stretch 
of the river near present-day Altoona, Wash¬ 
ington. They knew the Pacific could not be far 
off. That afternoon, as they proceeded on 


down the Columbia in their canoes, they 
could see the river widen dramatically and 
could hear the sound of waves crashing on 
the shore ahead. Without any attempt to dis- 
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This photograph captures the sun setting over the Columbia Gorge in Oregon. (Library of Congress, Prints and 
Photographs Division [LC-USF3427-004795-A]) 


guise his emotions, Clark set down in the 
pages of his field journal the most famous 
sentence he would ever write: “ Ocian in view ! 
O! the joy.” 


It would make a better story if Clark were 
right; unfortunately, he was mistaken. The 
waves were genuine enough, but they were 
crashing in Gray’s Bay, part of the Columbia 
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estuary, not the edge of the Pacific at all. They 
still had 20 miles of the Columbia to proceed 
down before they would reach the ocean. And 
those would not be an easy 20 miles. 

The Pacific Northwest winter was settling 
in, and it was the worst time to be navigating 
the Columbia estuary in clumsy dugout 
canoes. Driving rain and high waves cut short 
their river travel on November 8; “the Canoes 
roled in Such a manner as to cause Several 
[expedition members] to be verry Sick,” Clark 
reported. For two miserable days they camped 
on a tiny beachhead on the northern side of 
Gray’s Bay. A lull in the storm on November 10 
let them gain an additional eight miles down 
the river, to Point Ellice, near present-day 
Meglar, Washington. There they were trapped 
again by bad weather for several more days. 
Everything was wet; no one could sleep; they 
were cold and exhausted. “A hard rain all the 
last night...” Clark wrote on November 11; “a 
tremendious thunder Storm abt. 3 oClock this 
morning....”, he wrote on November 12; “The 
rain Continue all day,” he wrote on November 
13. It did not help anybody’s spirits that there 
was “nothing to eate but pounded fish which 
we Keep as a reserve and use in Situations of 
this kind.” 

Finally, on the afternoon of November 15, 
after 11 days of more or less continuous 
downpour (“the most disagreeable time I have 
experienced” according to Clark), the rain 
briefly relented and they were able to sail 
down to Chinook Point, still on the Columbia 
estuary but in sight of the ocean. There they 
camped for the next nine days, finding shelter 
in huts built from lumber they took from an 
abandoned Indian village. Meanwhile Lewis 
and a small group hiked to the end of Cape 
Disappointment, where Lewis carved his ini¬ 
tials in a tree and then walked along the ocean 
beach. It was Clark’s turn to visit the ocean 
with another party a few days later. The “men 


appear much Satisfied with their trip behold¬ 
ing with estonishment the high waves dashing 
against the rocks & this emence ocian” he 
wrote on November 18. On November 19 
Clark’s party walked about nine miles up the 
coast, to about the site of present-day Long 
Beach, Washington, where he carved his name 
and the date on a small pine tree. 

At the end of their journey to the Pacific, 
they could take stock of the immensity of 
their accomplishment. Back at Camp Wood in 
the winter of 1803-04, Clark had made esti¬ 
mates of the distance they would have to 
travel to reach their final destination. His esti¬ 
mates had proven reasonably accurate as long 
as they traveled through the previously 
explored Lower Missouri. But his estimate of 
the distance from the Mandan village to the 
Pacific—1,550 miles—was off by 1,000 miles. 
They had traveled roughly 2,550 miles be¬ 
tween April and November 1805. All told, by 
the new estimate Clark recorded on Novem¬ 
ber 16, 1805, they had come 4,142 miles from 
the mouth of the Missouri to the mouth of the 
Columbia. 

Now that they had seen the ocean, some 
members of the Corps of Discovery were in 
favor of heading back up the Columbia for a 
drier climate. “[M]en all Chearfull,” Clark 
wrote on November 18, “express a desire to 
winter near the falls [Celilo Falls] this winter.” 
Lewis and Clark disagreed. Disagreeable as 
the ocean climate was, the temperatures were 
relatively mild, and they feared it would be 
much colder inland. The shoreline north of 
the Columbia offered little game, but they had 
been told by the Clatsop Indians who lived on 
the southern shore that elk were abundant 
in the woods there. If they moved their camp 
to the south, they could feed themselves on 
elk meat during the winter and use the elk 
skins to manufacture new clothing and moc¬ 
casins. They could also make salt from the 


Ocian in View!” 131 


ocean water to preserve and flavor their food. 
Not only that, but if they stayed by the ocean 
for the winter, they might encounter an Amer¬ 
ican or British merchant ship, which would 
enable them to purchase supplies for them¬ 
selves, and trade goods to carry back with 
them on their return journey. They might even 
be able to send a copy of their journals back 
with the ship, thus increasing the chances that 
the record of their expedition would reach Jef¬ 
ferson should any evil end befall them on the 
return. 

Again, as when they faced a critical choice 
at Decision Point at the mouth of the Marias 
River, the captains could have simply issued 
an order. Instead Lewis and Clark put the 
question to a vote on November 24, and after 
some debate the proposal to cross the Colum¬ 
bia and seek a winter encampment site near 
the ocean got the most votes (the other votes 
were divided between “falls” and “SR”—the 
Sandy River). All of the men were allowed to 
participate in the vote, including Clark’s slave, 
York. Sacagawea’s preference was noted as 
well, though not counted in Clark’s final tally 
of the voting; she was listed as being “in favour 
of a place where there is plenty of Potas [pota¬ 
toes, or roots].” 

FORT CLATSOP 

They crossed to the south bank of the Colum¬ 
bia on November 26 and remained camped 
there for the next week and a half. Lewis took 
a party inland, and he found a spot for a win¬ 
ter encampment in the forest near a freshwa¬ 
ter spring, three miles up a small river that is 
now known as the Lewis and Clark River (and 
is about five miles southeast of present-day 
Astoria, Oregon). They moved to the site on 
December 7 and started building their third 
and final winter encampment, called Fort 
Clatsop after the local Indian tribe. 


The new fort was square, enclosing an area 
about 50 feet square, with two long barracks 
rows facing each other across a small parade 
ground, and gates in both the front and back 
walls. The captains had a room to themselves 
in the barracks, as did Charbonneau and his 
family. The enlisted men bunked eight to a 
room. The fort was not designed for comfort, 
but at least it provided a roof over their heads. 
They needed one. Of the 161 days they would 
spend at Fort Clatsop, they would enjoy only 
12 days without rain. 

The third Christmas of the expedition 
afforded only a meager celebration. “Our 
Diner to day,” Clark wrote in a morose entry 
on December 25, “Consisted of pore Elk 
boiled, Spilt [spoiled] fish & Some roots, a bad 
Christmass diner . .On January 1, 1806, the 
captains were awakened by a volley fired by 



A large member of the deer family, the elk is related 
to the moose. When the expedition spent the winter 
on the Oregon coast, elk was a staple of their diet 
and eventually the members lost their appetite for 
it. (National Park Service) 



Campsites and Selected Sites near the Mouth ofthe 
Columbia River, November 15, 1805-March 23, 1806 



1. “Here I found Capt. Lewis name on a tree. I also 
engraved my name, &. by land the day ofthe month and 
year, as also several of the men.” 

—William Clark, November i8,1805 

2. “In the Evening our Officers had the whole party 
assembled in order to consult which place would be the 
best, for us to take up our Winter Quarters at. The 
greater part of our Men were of opinion; that it would 
be best, to cross the River, ...” 

—Joseph Whitehouse, November 24, 1805 

3. “at day light this morning we we[re] awoke by the dis¬ 
charge of the fire arms of all our party & a Selute, 
Shoute and a Song which the whole party joined in 
under our windows, after which they retired to their 
rooms were Chearfull all the morning." 

—William Clark, December 25, 1805 


4- “About noon Captain Clarke with 14 men came to the 
saltmakers camp, in their way to the place where the 
large fish had been driven on shore, some distance 
beyond this camp.” 

—Patrick Gass, January 7,1806 

5- “I . . . thank providence for directing the whale to us; and 
think him much more kind to us than he was to jonah, 
having Sent this monster to be Swallowed by us in Sted 
of Swallowing of us as jonah’s did. 

—William Clark, January 8,1806 

6- “the rain Seased and it became fair, about meridian at 
which time we loaded our canoes & at 1 P.M. left Fort 
Clatsop on our homeward bound journey, at this place 
we had wintered and remained from the 7th of Deer 1805 
to this day, and have lived as well as we had any right 

to expect, . . .” 

—John Ordway, March 23,1806 

Note: Original spelling and punctuation have been retained 

from journal entries. 
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the men outside their cabin to mark the 
arrival of the New Year. A year before they had 
celebrated the New Year with their Mandan 
friends. Now they were looking forward to 
spending the next New Year back in their 
own homes, where, as Lewis wrote (in his 
first journal entry in many months), “we 
hope to participate in the mirth and hilarity 
of the day.” 

After Christmas and the New Year, there 
were few diversions to break up the monot¬ 
ony. One came on January 5, when they 
received a report from local Indians of a whale 
washed up on the beach a few miles south of 
the fort (at present-day Cannon Beach, Ore¬ 
gon). Hoping to obtain something to eat other 
than elk and salmon, and eager for an outing, 
Clark prepared to set out to find the whale. 
Much to the captains’ surprise, Sacagawea 
virtually demanded to be included in Clark’s 
party. “The Indian woman was very im¬ 
portunate to be permitted to go,” Lewis 
wrote in his journal, “and was therefore 
indulged; she observed that she had traveled a 
long way with us to see the great waters, and 
that now that monstrous fish was also to be 
seen, she thought it very hard she could not be 
permitted to see either (she had never yet 
been to the Ocean).” 

Sacagawea got her wish and saw the 
ocean; of the “monstrous fish,” there was not 
much left by the time they got to it on January 
8; Indians from the local Tillamook tribe had 
gotten there first and stripped off all the meat 
and blubber. But the trip was not wasted; 
apart from the chance to get away from the 
confines of the fort for a little while, they also 
purchased 300 pounds of blubber and some 
whale oil from the Indians. The whale proved 
a welcome if exotic addition to their diet 
and was entirely consumed by the end of Jan¬ 
uary. We “prize it highly,” Lewis wrote and, 
thinking of the Old Testament story of how the 


prophet Jonah was swallowed by a whale, 
praised God for “having sent this monster to 
be swallowed by us in stead of swallowing of us 
as jona’s did.” 

THOUGHTS OF HOME 

Whenever they were in sight of the ocean, they 
kept an eye peeled for the sails of a merchant 
ship. But none appeared. There would be no 
news from home and no opportunity to send 
copies of their journals to Jefferson by sea. 
Most critically, they would be unable to re¬ 
plenish their dwindling supply of trade goods 
(now only about enough to fill two handker¬ 
chiefs, according to Lewis.) It was going to be 
a frugal trip back to St. Louis. 

They made do with what they had at hand. 
There was game to be hunted and meat to be 
preserved. They turned elk skins into clothing 
and moccasins to replace the worn and rot¬ 
ting garments and footwear they had worn 
down the Columbia. In late December some 
of the men set up a camp on the seacoast (in 
present-day Seaside, Oregon) to make salt. 
They boiled saltwater in five large kettles, 
scraping out the salt left when all the water 
had boiled off; over the next two months they 
produced four bushels of salt. Lewis pro¬ 
nounced the salt to be “excellent, fine, strong 
& white” and reported with gusto how much 
more he was enjoying his food now that it 
could be seasoned. 

As he had the previous winter at Fort Man- 
dan, Clark now devoted his time to mapmak¬ 
ing, noting in his journal on February 14: “I 
have compleated a map of the Counterey 
through which we have been passing from the 
Mississippi at the Mouth of the Missouri to 
this place.” The Corps of Discovery, he 
claimed optimistically, had succeeded in find¬ 
ing “the most practicable and navigable pas¬ 
sage across the Continent of North America.” 




This detailed drawing of a eulachon (commonly referred to as a candlefish) was 
made by Lewis in his journal. Surrounding the illustration are Lewis’s thorough 
notes on his observations of the fish. (American Philosophical Society) 
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While Clark drew his maps, Lewis wrote 
long, descriptive entries in his journals cata¬ 
loging the plant and animal life of the Oregon 
country, as well as recording observations of 
Chinookan customs, dress, and appearance. 
Lewis also displayed his talents as an artist; 
the pages of his journal from that winter are 
filled with images that came to symbolize the 
discoveries of the Corps of Discovery, includ¬ 
ing his drawing of a eulachon or candlefish, an 
oily fish related to the smelt that ran up the 
Columbia in large numbers in late spring and 
proved another welcome bit of variety at 
mealtime. “I find them best when cooked in 
the Indian stile, which is by roasting a number 
of them together on a wooden spit. . .” Lewis 
wrote with obvious zest. “They are so fat they 
require no additional sauce, and I think them 
superior to any fish I ever tasted”—certainly 
to “pounded salmon,” which he was consum¬ 
ing altogether too often. 

The captains knew there was no point in 
heading east too soon. Although the Colum¬ 
bia, unlike the Missouri, never froze over, an 
early spring start would only bring them to a 
dead halt once they reached the snowbound 
Rockies. They were not going to be able to get 
across that formidable barrier any time before 
june, at the earliest. But life at Fort Clatsop, an 
unending round of rain-soaked days, flea- 
bitten nights, and spoiled elk meat at meal¬ 


time, proved too much to bear. They had orig¬ 
inally planned to set off eastward on the 
Columbia on April 1, but by early March they 
had decided to leave as soon as possible. 

But there was another problem. They no 
longer had enough canoes to carry all of their 
party. Only three of their dugouts remained 
seaworthy. Lewis traded his uniform coat for 
an Indian canoe, but they could not find 
another one available for a price they were 
willing to pay. And so, notwithstanding their 
own complaints about “thievish Indians,” they 
decided to steal another canoe from the local 
Clatsop Indians, who had been very friendly 
to them throughout the winter. The theft of 
the Clatsop canoe was not the Corps of Dis¬ 
covery’s finest moment. 

By mid-March, their preparations were 
made except for the final packing of the ca¬ 
noes, but then, typically, the weather turned 
bad. They waited impatiently through another 
four days of steady rain. On March 22, Lewis 
vowed that the expedition would leave the 
next day “at all events.” As it turned out, the 
weather finally cooperated, with the rain stop¬ 
ping about midday on March 23. Wasting no 
time, the men hurriedly packed their belong¬ 
ings and themselves into their three dugouts 
and two Indian canoes, and at 1 p.m. they pro¬ 
ceeded on up the Columbia. The Corps of Dis¬ 
covery was going home. 


10 

Homeward Bound 


Another long winter came to an end 
for the Corps of Discovery. It had now 
been more than 22 months since 
they had first “proceeded on” up the Missouri. 
The men paddling their rough dugouts and 
canoes against the current were long-haired, 
bearded, and probably none too clean, 
dressed from head to foot in elk skin. In 
appearance, apart from their Harpers Ferry 
rifles and a few other stray bits of military 
gear, little would have suggested that this was 
a detachment of the U.S. Army. 

Whatever they lacked in spit and polish, 
they made up for in energy. These men were 
happy to be heading home. They paddled 16 
miles upriver on March 23, their first day back 
on the Columbia, and another 16 the next 
day; a few days later they would make 20 
miles. That was an excellent rate of speed, 
considering they were now fighting the cur¬ 
rent that flowed down to the Pacific, and con¬ 
sidering that the river was swollen with the 
spring melt-off of mountain snows. Within 
a week they had arrived back at Wappatoe 
Island (present-day Sauvie Island). The 
weather was still disagreeably cold when 
they woke in the mornings, but signs of 


spring were all around, including the black¬ 
berries and dogwoods coming into bloom 
along the river. 

On the expedition’s second day on the 
river, an Indian paddled out to reclaim the 
canoe they had stolen a week earlier. They 
paid him off with an elk skin. That was not 
much of a trade from the Indian’s perspective. 
Lewis insisted in his journal that the man 
“consented very willingly” to the exchange, 
but then a lone Indian was not in a good posi¬ 
tion to haggle with 30 heavily armed men, 
who were not intending to return the canoe in 
any case. 

A NEW RIVER 

AND ANEW MOUNTAIN 

Heading up the river, the men could see 
Mount Hood and Mount St. Helens again, 
their slopes wearing a full mantle of wintry 
white. Lewis took a more careful and approv¬ 
ing look at the surrounding landscape than he 
had managed coming downriver; he now 
judged the stretch of the Columbia west of the 
Cascades “the only desireable situation for a 
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This photograph of a canoe is a more modern version of the ones used by Lewis and Clark. In the distance is 
Wind Mountain, which is in the Columbia River Gorge area. (Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division 
[LC-USZ62-47012]) 
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settlement which I have seen on the West side 
of the Rocky mountains.” 

By the end of March, they were camped 
along the north side of the Columbia near the 
site of present-day Washougal, Washington. 
Their early departure from Fort Clatsop was 
now working to their disadvantage. On their 
first week on the river they had bought dried 
fish from Indians they encountered en route, 
including sturgeon and eulachon. But the 
fish that those who lived along the Columbia 
depended upon above all others, the salmon, 
had yet to make its annual appearance. With¬ 
out a supply of fresh salmon, the local Indi¬ 
ans were going to have a hard time feeding 
themselves, let alone 33 strangers passing 
upriver. 

Lewis and Clark decided they would have 
to halt for a week and restock their larder with 
venison and elk meat. There was another ad¬ 
vantage to stopping where they did. Local 
Indians told them of a southern tributary of 
the Columbia whose mouth, hidden by Wap- 
patoe Island, lay a few miles to the west. The 
delay provided the opportunity for a side trip 
to explore this river, known to the Indians as 
the Multnomah, and later to be renamed the 
Willamette. 

On April 3 Clark led seven men back down 
the Columbia to the mouth of the Willamette 
River and then a further 12 miles up the 
Willamette to the site of the present-day city 
of Portland, Oregon. They spotted a new 
snow-covered “noble mountain” to the south, 
another of the Cascade peaks, which they 
named Mount Jefferson. Lewis and Clark 
imagined the Willamette to be a much greater 
river than it actually proved to be, thinking 
wishfully that it would provide a river highway 
all the way down to southern California. In 
fact, its headwaters were to be found a scant 
200 miles away in the southern Cascade 
Mountains. 


Clark and his men rejoined the main body 
of the expedition the following day, and on 
April 6 the Corps of Discovery resumed their 
trip up the Columbia. Lewis noted they 
passed “several beautifull cascades which fell 
from a great flight,” including one falling 
nearly 300 feet (probably present-day Mult¬ 
nomah Falls). By mid-April they had reached 
the stretch of narrows, rapids, and falls east of 
the Cascades, which they surmounted by 
portaging their supplies on land while pulling 
the empty canoes and dugouts upstream with 
towropes from the shore. 

BAD MOOD 
ON THE COLUMBIA 

As on their trip down the river, they were again 
harassed by Indians intent on helping them¬ 
selves to expedition property. On April 11, 
during the portage below The Dalles, local 
Indians enraged Lewis when they made off 
with Seaman. Lewis sent out a party of three 
men to retrieve the dog, telling them to shoot 
the thieves if necessary (they got the dog back 
without violence). Shortly afterward another 
Indian attempted to make off with an ax, 
which was also recovered. Lewis posted a sen¬ 
tinel to keep all Indians out of the camp “an 
informed them by signs that if they made any 
further attempts to steal our property or in¬ 
sulted our men we should put them to instant 
death.” When an Indian stole a small piece 
of iron on April 21, Lewis struck the man, 
which, as Sergeant Gass noted, “was the first 
act of the kind, that had happened during the 
expedition.” 

The captains were eager to stop fighting 
the river currents and strike off overland 
instead. For that they would need horses, and 
the local Indians were not eager to sell them 
any, at least not at prices they could afford 
from their meager remaining supply of trade 
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Route of the Corps of Discovery, March 23-July 3, 1806 
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Upon leaving Fort Clatsop, on March 23,1806, the explorers make 
their way upriver, acquiring some horses along the way. In early May 
they reach the Nez Perce villages, but they must wait until June 24 
before they can take the Lolo Trail back to Travelers’ Rest. Arriving 
there on June 30, they leave in two separate parties on July 3. 



goods. Clark spent several days in mid-April 
negotiating with Indians on the north side of 
the Columbia, and he was able to purchase 
only a few broken-down mounts. “These peo¬ 
ple are very fathless [faithless] in Contracts,” 
Clark complained in his journal on April 19; 
time and again Clark thought he had sealed an 
agreement for the purchase of a horse, only to 
have the seller come back a few hours later 
and demand additional payments, or cancel 
the sale entirely. Lewis and the rest of the 
party crossed the Columbia several days later 


to join Clark. By trading off their cooking ket¬ 
tles they acquired a few more horses—10 in 
all, not nearly enough. Rather than abandon 
their dugout canoes to the local Indians, they 
chopped the vessels up for firewood. 

On April 21 the expedition set off on land 
along the north shore of the Columbia. A few 
of the men were assigned to paddle upriver in 
the two Indian canoes, which carried gear that 
could not fit on their horses. The expedition 
eventually traded the remaining two canoes 
for some beads to increase their trade goods, 
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and they managed to pick up a few more 
horses in trading with Indians they met along 
the way. 

On April 27 they met up again with the 
Walla Walla chief Yellepit, who had been so 
welcoming on their trip down the Columbia 
the previous fall. Yellepit was “much gratifyed” 
to see them return, and they spent several 
days with him at his tribe’s encampment near 
the mouth of the Walla Walla river. The Indians 
brought them firewood and some fish (the 


salmon were now running again), and the 
expedition was able to add additional horses 
to their herd. Lewis and Clark were relieved to 
be back among friendly and cooperative Indi¬ 
ans who “behaved themselves in every risepct 
extreemly well,” as Lewis noted. Yellepit pre¬ 
sented Clark with a “very eligant white horse,” 
and Clark presented the chief with a sword 
and some gunpowder and musket balls. 
Yellepit also told them of a “good road” with 
plenty of game that would cut eighty miles 



The Umatilla lived near the Walla Walla in present-day Oregon. Three Umatilla Indians are shown standing 
by their camp on the shore of the Columbia River in this photograph taken by Ralph Irving Griffin ca. 1922. 
Tipis were not traditionally used by this tribe; at the time of Lewis and Clark’s visit, they lived in plank 
houses. (Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division [LC-USZfo-ns^]) 
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from their return journey, heading inland over 
territory that was new to them until recon¬ 
necting with the Snake just south of its conflu¬ 
ence with the Clearwater. With Yellepit’s help 
they crossed the Columbia and left that river 
behind them for good. 

BACK AMONG 
THE NEZ PERCE 

They reached the Snake River on May 4. 
Although they were now back among the Nez 
Perce, a tribe they had gotten along with well 
the previous year, Lewis was still finding it 
hard to live up to Jefferson’s instructions to 
treat the Indians they encountered “in the 
most friendly & conciliatory manner,” as he 
showed at the midday meal on May 5. Lewis 
wrote in his journal that evening: 

while at dinner an Indian fellow verry 
impertinently threw a poor half starved 
puppy nearly into my plait by way of deri¬ 
sion for our eating dogs and laughed very 
heartily ... I was so provoked at his inso¬ 
lence that I caught the puppy and threw it 
with great violence at him and struk him in 
the breast and the face, siezed my toma¬ 
hawk and shewed him by signs if he 
repeated his insolence I would tommahawk 
him, the fellow withdrew apparently much 
mortifyed and I continued my repast on dog 
without further molestation. 

A few days later they met up again with 
their old friend Chief Twisted Hair at a site 
near present-day Orofino, Idaho. The Nez 
Perce had kept their horses for them over the 
winter and returned the 21 they were able to 
round up to the explorers. Lewis and Clark’s 
men dug up the saddles and ammunition 
they had left in a cache by the Clearwater 
River. 


At a council with Nez Perce chiefs, Lewis 
returned to his role as diplomat, urging the 
tribe to seek peace with other tribes in the 
region. At the same time, and somewhat 
inconsistently, he described the great advan¬ 
tages that would soon come to the Nez Perce 
through trade with the Americans, notably 
guns to defend themselves against their ene¬ 
mies the Blackfeet. He also urged the Nez 
Perce to send a representative east to meet 
Thomas Jefferson—although the president 
was not yet the Great White Father of the Nez 
Perce, because the tribe lived in a territory 
west of the Rockies. The Nez Perce were unin¬ 
terested in making such a long journey east¬ 
ward in any case, but they did agree to send 
some young men with Lewis and Clark across 
the Bitterroot Mountains to talk peace with 
the Shoshone. 

Just when they would be able to make that 
crossing of the mountains was a source of con¬ 
siderable concern to the captains. The Indians 
told Lewis and Clark that they could not think 
of attempting the mountains anytime soon 
due to the winter snows that had yet to melt; it 
would be another month before the Bitterroots 
were passable. “This is unwelcom inteligence 
to men confined to a diet of horsebeef and 
roots,” Lewis noted in his journal, “and who 
are as anxious as we are to return to the fat 
plains of the Missouri and thence to our native 
homes.” On May 14 they moved their camp a 
few miles eastward, to a site on the north bank 
of the Clearwater River near present-day 
Kamiah, Idaho. They would remain at this 
encampment from May 13 through June 9. It 
would prove the longest the Corps of Discov¬ 
ery would remain at any one place along the 
entire route, except for their winter encamp¬ 
ments at Fort Mandan and Fort Clatsop. Later 
generations of historians labeled this site 
Camp Chopunnish. (“Chopunnish” was a 
name the explorers used for the Nez Perce.) 
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While they waited, they did what they could 
to increase their provisions for crossing the Bit- 
terroots: “[N]ot any of us,” Lewis wrote, “have 
yet forgotten our sufferings in those moun¬ 
tains .. The captains divided up the remain¬ 
ing stock of trade goods among the men and 
ordered them to trade with the Nez Perce for 
edible roots to add to their stock of rations. 
Lewis and Clark even cut the brass buttons 
from their coats to trade for more roots. 

Despite their impatience to resume their 
journey eastward, the Corps of Discovery were 
happy to spend more time among the Nez 
Perce. Lewis called the tribe “the most hos¬ 
pitable, honest and sincere people that we 
have met with in our voyage.” In turn, the Nez 
Perce seemed to genuinely like the explorers, 
especially Clark who was much valued as a 
healer. Dozens of Indians visited him at Camp 
Chopunnish to be treated for everything from 
sore eyes to paralysis. Clark did what he could 
for them, with his small supply of pills and 
limited medical knowledge, and seems to 
have cured some of his patients and relieved 
others of the worst of their symptoms. Rela¬ 
tions between the Nez Perce and the whites 
were also made stronger with dances, 
footraces, target shooting contests, and other 
games. According to stories later told by the 
Nez Perce, William Clark fathered a son by a 
Nez Perce woman that spring, although there 
is no clear proof of his paternity. Lewis mean¬ 
while kept up his study of western animals 
and plants, describing in his journals birds 
new to science such as the western tanager 
and a root crop called cous that the Nez Perce 
used to make bread. 

BACK ACROSS 
THE BITTERROOTS 

May turned to June, and the Nez Perce were 
still warning the captains that it was too soon 


to attempt the Bitterroots. But the captains 
decided to press ahead, and the men 
approved: as Lewis noted on June 9, “our party 
seem much elated with the idea of moving on 
towards their friends and country.” The fol¬ 
lowing day the Corps of Discovery loaded 
their horses (they now had a fine herd of 70) 
and set out to the east. They stopped at 
Weippe Prairie, where they had first met the 
Nez Perce the previous fall, and spent several 
days there hunting and preserving meat. On 
June 15 they headed up into the mountains. 

They soon realized they should have lis¬ 
tened to the Nez Perce. The horses floundered 
in the deep snow and could find no grass to 
eat. The expedition made it as far as Hungry 
Creek, a place of unhappy memory, but the 
captains decided on June 17 that they would 
have to turn back. It was “the first time since 
we have been on this long tour,” Lewis noted, 
“that we have ever been compelled to 
retreat...” Some of the men “were a good deel 
dejected.” 

The captains sent Drouillard and Shan¬ 
non to ride back ahead of the main party to 
the Nez Perce camp, asking for guides to join 
them at Weippe Meadow for their next 
attempt on the Bitterroots. On June 23 their 
couriers returned with three “young men of 
good character” from the Nez Perce. Two oth¬ 
ers had already joined their party planning to 
go east to meet with Flathead (Salish) Indi¬ 
ans. On June 24 they set out again over the 
Bitterroots with their Nez Perce companions, 
and this time successfully crossed the moun¬ 
tains. Having expert guides made a big differ¬ 
ence. Much of the snow had melted in the 
interval, revealing patches of grass for the 
horses. On June 30 they arrived at Traveler’s 
Rest. It had taken them 11 days to cross the 
mountains heading west in fall 1805; in 
spring 1806 they completed the return trip in 
just six days. 
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DIVIDING THEIR FORCES 

During the winter at Fort Clatsop the captains 
had pored over their trail maps and made a 
daring decision. There were so many tantaliz¬ 
ing blank spaces to fill in on Clark’s maps that 
they would need to split up when they 
reached Traveler’s Rest. It was a complicated 
plan that depended a good deal on luck and 
timing to pull off. Lewis would lead a detach¬ 
ment eastward across the mountain pass that 
their Shoshone guide Old Toby had told them 
about the previous fall, a shortcut back to the 
Great Falls of the Missouri. At the Great Falls, 
Lewis would divide his party again, taking 
half of them on an overland route back to 
the Marias River. Lewis planned to follow the 
Marias northward to see how far it traveled 


towards the rich fur country of the Saska¬ 
tchewan region. 

Meanwhile, Clark was to lead the other half 
of the party back down the Bitterroot valley, 
through which they had traveled in the fall. 
They would not retrace their route exactly, 
however, but would cross the Rockies by a new 
mountain pass, which would bring them back 
to Camp Fortunate and from there to the 
Three Forks of the Missouri by a shorter route 
than the one they had followed across Lemhi 
Pass in summer 1805. At Three Forks Clark 
would divide his own party. Half his men 
would take the canoes they had cached at 
Camp Fortunate down the Missouri to ren¬ 
dezvous with the men who Lewis left at the 
Great Falls. Clark would proceed on overland 
to the Yellowstone River, and follow it back to 




In this etching by Patrick Gass, Captain Lewis is shown in the only fight that took place on the entire 
expedition. When the Blackfeet did not respond to his threat, Lewis raised his gun and shot one of them. 
(Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division [LC-USZ62-ig23i]) 
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Route of Lewis’s Party and Route of Clark’s Party, July 3-August 12, 1806 
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On July 3,1806, from Travelers’ Rest, Meriwether Lewis takes a party 
due east to Great Falls and subsequently takes a smaller group 
northward to explore the Marias River. He rejoins Sergeants John 
Ordway and Patrick Gass on the Missouri on July 28. Meanwhile, 
William Clark and his party return to Camp Fortunate and Three 
Forks, from which Ordway’s group takes the canoes to join Lewis’s 
party. Clark and the remainder set off for the Yellowstone River. Not 
until August 12 does the entire corps reunite at Reunion Point near 
present-day New Town, North Dakota. 



its mouth on the Missouri. The men at Great 
Falls would continue down the Missouri, ren¬ 
dezvousing with Lewis en route, and proceed¬ 
ing on until they, too, came to the mouth of 
the Yellowstone, where Lewis and Clark and 
the entire Corps of Discovery would reunite. 

Lewis and Clark said good-bye to each 
other on the morning of July 3, after a few days 


at Traveler’s Rest, recovering from the crossing 
of the Bitterroots. “I took leave of my worthy 
friend and companion, Capt. Clark, and the 
party that accompanyed him,” Lewis wrote in 
his journal that evening. ‘‘I could not avoid 
feeling much concern on this occasion al¬ 
though I hoped this seperation was only 
momentary.” 
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Lewis and nine of them men rode north 
along the Bitterroot River, accompanied by 
the five Nez Perce, and then turned east along 
Clark’s Fork river. The Nez Perce left them on 
July 4, but said they could not miss the trail 
through the mountains, and as proved usual 
when the Nez Perce gave directions, they 
knew what they were talking about. The pass 
over which Lewis and his men crossed the 
Continental Divide is now known as Lewis 
and Clark Pass. On July 11 they reached the 
site of their former camp at White Bears Island 
on the Missouri. The trip overland from Trav¬ 
eler’s Rest had taken them just eight days. 
They also killed a buffalo on July 11, their first 
taste of their favorite meat since the previous 
summer. Less happily, unseen Indian thieves 
made off with 10 of their 17 horses that night. 

Meanwhile, Clark’s party followed a sepa¬ 
rate route back to the Missouri. They, too, 
made rapid progress, traveling south on 
horseback down the Bitterroot valley. On July 
4, 1806, they celebrated their third Indepen¬ 
dence Day on the trail. This time there was no 
whiskey to salute the occasion, but they did 
stop early in the day for a “Sumptious Dinner” 
of venison. On July 6 they crossed the Conti¬ 
nental Divide by way of a mountain pass now 
known as Gibbons Pass. On July 8 they 
reached the site of Camp Fortunate on the 
Beaverhead River, the place where Sacagawea 
had enjoyed her reunion with her brother 
Cameahwait the previous year. Clark and his 
men recovered the canoes and headed down 
down the Beaverhead, some in the canoes and 
some on horseback. They reached the Three 
Forks of the Missouri on July 13. 


EXPLORING THE 
YELLOWSTONE RIVER 

There Clark’s party split. Sergeant Ordway and 
nine men in canoes headed back down the 


Missouri to the Great Falls to join up with the 
Lewis-led party. Clark and 12 others, including 
Charbonneau, Sacagawea, and little Pomp, set 
out on horseback to the Yellowstone. “The 
Indian woman ... has been of great service to 
me as a pilot through this Country,” Clark 
noted in his journal July 13, after Sacagawea 
helped guide Clark’s group through a moun¬ 
tain pass (present-day Bozeman Pass) that she 
recommended to them as the best route to the 
Yellowstone valley. On July 19 they made camp 
along the Yellowstone at a site on the northern 
bank, south of present-day Park City, Mon¬ 
tana. Clark would call this “Canoe Camp,” 
because he set the men to work over the next 
few days fashioning two new dugout canoes. 



Before the end of the trip, every member of the 
expedition had a landmark named after him or her. 
Perhaps the most widely familiar namesake is that 
of Pomp, Sacagawea's son. Clark named the 200- 
foot sandstone “tower” after the expedition's small 
est member. (Bureau of Land Management) 
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Although Clark and his men saw no one en 
route to the Yellowstone River, Indians evi¬ 
dently saw them and their herd of horses. Half 
the horses disappeared one night, likely hav¬ 
ing become the property of the Crow Indians, 
who were renowned as some of the most skill¬ 
ful horse thieves among the western tribes. 
Clark decided to send Sergeant Pryor and 
three men on an overland journey with the 
remainder of their horses to the Mandan vil¬ 
lage, but on the second night, all their horses 
were stolen, and they had to hike back to the 
river. On July 24 Clark and the remainder of 
the party sailed down the Yellowstone in the 


newly constructed dugout canoes, the two 
lashed together so that they were less likely to 
overturn in the fast-running water. 

On the following day, July 25, Clark’s party 
came to a “remarkable rock” located on the 
north side of the Yellowstone. It was a 200- 
foot-high sandstone formation, which Clark 
named “Pompy’s Tower” after Sacagawea’s in¬ 
fant son. (“Pompy’s Tower,” located east of 
present-day Billings, Montana, has over the 
years become known as “Pompey’s Pillar.”) 
Before they left, Clark carved the words “Wm. 
Clark July 25, 1806” on the side of the rock— 
the most striking physical evidence that 



This photograph shows a carving made by William Clark of his signature on July 25, 1806, in the side of 
Pompey’s Pillar (Pompy’s Tower), named after Sacagawea’s son. (Bureau of Land Management) 
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remains today of the passage of the Corps of 
Discovery. 

Clark’s party reached the junction of the 
Yellowstone and Missouri on August 3. They 
were supposed to wait there to meet up with 
Lewis’s party coming down the Missouri. By 
the next day, however, the presence of “exces¬ 
sively troublesom” mosquitoes, combined 
with the absence of buffalo, convinced Clark 
he should move his camp farther east along 
the Missouri. He left a note for Lewis attached 
to a discarded elk antler. On August 8 Sergeant 
Pryor and the three men under his command 
reached the Yellowstone’s mouth. After their 
horses had been stolen, they returned to the 
river and constructed boats of buffalo skins 
stretched over a wooden frame, known as bull 
boats, and set off to catch up with the rest of 
the expedition. They saw Clark’s note and con¬ 
tinued on down the Missouri until they 
rejoined his party. 

LEWIS’S ENCOUNTER 
WITH THE BLACKFEET 

Back at Great Falls, Lewis divided his party. He 
left Sergeant Gass and five men there to wait 
for Sergeant Ordway and his detachment of 
nine men, who were coming downriver from 
Three Forks. The men at Great Falls would 
portage the expedition’s supplies (including 
the precious journals) around the falls to the 
lower portage camp, where they would 
recover and put in order the white pirogue for 
the return trip to St. Louis. 

On July 16, Lewis, George Drouillard, and 
Joseph and Reubin Field headed off on horse¬ 
back along the northern edge of the Missouri, 
to intersect the Marias and then follow its 
course northward. Lewis knew this was a risky 
venture. They had already lost most of their 
horses to unknown Indians. The region 
around the Marias River, Lewis knew, was 


home to the Blackfeet, the Indians who regu¬ 
larly raided and bullied the Shoshone and Nez 
Perce tribes. Thanks to their lucrative fur trade 
with the British in Canada, the Blackfeet were 
well armed by Prairie Indian standards. The 
Blackfeet were unlikely to look kindly on the 
coming of traders from the United States who 
might supply their enemies with a similar 
arsenal. 

Keeping a sharp lookout for the Blackfeet, 
Lewis and his party arrived at the Marias on 
the evening of July 18. They headed upriver, 
and on July 21 came to a fork in the river. They 
chose to follow the more northerly fork, Cut 
Bank Creek. But it was not northerly enough: 
The river was bending westward. Arriving at 
“a clump of large cottonwood trees” on July 
22, Lewis halted his party; from there, at a 
distance of about 10 miles, they could see that 
the river rose into the mountains, northeast 
of present-day Browning, Montana. They 
camped there that night at what Lewis named 
Camp Disappointment; he now had to admit 
to himself that the headwaters of the Marias 
“will not be as far north as I wished and 
expected.” 

Lewis and his men would have done well 
to head back to the Missouri as soon as they 
had seen that the Marias River was not the 
hoped-for highway to the Saskatchewan 
region. But Lewis had his men wait at Camp 
Disappointment for several days, hoping for 
the break in cloud cover that would allow him 
to take the accurate reading of the sky that 
would allow him to fix the location’s longitude 
and latitude. On July 25, having come across 
signs of a recently abandoned Indian en¬ 
campment, Lewis wrote in his journal “[W]e 
consider ourselves extreemly fortunate in not 
having met with these people.” But their luck 
was about to take a turn for the worse. 

The following day, July 26, Lewis and his 
men were finally heading back to the Missouri 
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when they encountered “a very unpleasant 
sight”: eight Blackfeet caring for a herd of 
about 30 horses. Lewis “resolved to make the 
best of our situation and to approach them in 
a friendly manner.” He had his men approach 
the Indians on horseback, flying the American 
flag. The Indians were young men, some of 
them just teenagers, and they seemed as 
uncertain about the encounter as Lewis and 
his men were feeling. Reverting to the role of 
diplomat, Lewis handed out a handkerchief, a 
flag, and a medal to three of the young men he 
decided were “chiefs.” Though outnumbered 
eight to four, Lewis decided his party “could 
mannage that number should they attempt 
any hostile measures.” Using sign language to 
communicate, Lewis invited the Blackfeet to 
camp with them by the side of the nearby Two 
Medicine River, the southern fork of the 
Marias. 

Once settled in camp, Lewis explained how 
he had traveled all the way “to the great waters 
where the sun sets.” Along the way, he “had 
seen a great many nations, all of whom I had 
invited to come and trade with me on the 
rivers on this side of the mountain . . .” This 
was probably the worst thing Lewis could 
have chosen to say, since it let the Blackfeet 
know that their days of lording it over poorly 
armed enemies were about to come to an end, 
if these white strangers had their way. But for 
the moment all was peaceful. They smoked a 
pipe together, and Lewis invited them to 
accompany him down to the Missouri for a 
council. He stayed awake until all the Indians 
appeared to be asleep, and then he instructed 
Reubin Field to act as sentry and awaken him 
immediately if there were any sign of treach¬ 
ery or trouble from the Blackfeet. 

Trouble came at first light the next day. 
Joseph Field had replaced his brother as sen¬ 
try. Probably feeling drowsy, he got careless 
and laid his rifle down on the ground. One of 


the Indians, waiting for that kind of opportu¬ 
nity, jumped up and seized both Joseph and 
Reubin Field’s rifles and ran off. Joseph woke 
up his brother and the two set out after him in 
hot pursuit. Reubin, who had picked up his 
knife, stabbed the thief to death. 

Meanwhile, Lewis and Drouillard woke up 
in the commotion and found their own rifles 
being stolen by other Blackfeet. Drouillard 
wrestled his gun back from the Indian who 
had taken it. Lewis drew his pistol on the man 
who had his rifle, who threw it on the ground 
when Lewis shouted to him to drop it. Lewis 
told his men not to harm the Indian; one 
death was enough. But then other Blackfeet 
tried to drive off the whites’ horses. Lewis and 
his men took off after them. Lewis pursued 
two of the Blackfeet until one of them stopped 
and hid behind some rocks. The other turned, 
musket in his hand, and apparently ready to 
shoot. Lewis got off the first shot, inflicting a 
mortal wound on the Indian who fell to the 
ground. But before he died, he propped him¬ 
self up on one elbow and got off a return shot 
from his weapon at Lewis, who “felt the wind 
of his bullet very distinctly.” The other Indian, 
armed with a bow and arrow, was still hidden 
in the rocks. Unable to reload his weapon 
because he had left powder and shot behind, 
Lewis made a quick return to camp. 

Two of the Indians were now dead or 
dying, but the other six were still capable of 
fighting—or, worse, finding other Blackfeet to 
join them to seek revenge, not only on Lewis 
and his small band, but also the larger group 
that was heading down the Missouri. Lewis, 
Drouillard, and the Field brothers hurriedly 
gathered up what could be useful, including 
the flag Lewis had earlier given the Black¬ 
feet. They burned the Indians’ shields and 
weapons. Lewis left the peace medal he had 
earlier given the Blackfeet hung around the 
neck of one of the dead men, “that they might 
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Alert and on horseback with rifle in hand, the Blackfoot in this painting by Karl Bodmer (A Blackfoot on 
Horseback, with Rifle, 1833) shows that they would be a formidable adversary in battle. (National Archives 
[NWDNS-111-SC-92842]) 


be informed who we were,” not quite the use 
for which the medals had been intended. 

They mounted their horses and galloped 
off across the plains, covering nearly 100 miles 
before stopping at 2:00 a.m. on July 28 for a 
short rest. Lewis had not entirely forgotten 
the larger purpose of the expedition, even 
during these desperate hours. Pausing for a 
moment in midflight, Lewis had dismounted 
and picked a sample of the white-margined 
spurge, Euphorbia marginata —a species pre¬ 


viously unknown to science. At first light 
Lewis and his men were back in the saddle, 
reaching the Missouri at midafternoon, where 
they had the “unspeakable satisfaction” of 
seeing 14 well-armed men of the Corps of Dis¬ 
covery heading down the river in the white 
pirogue and five canoes, with two others fol¬ 
lowing on horseback. They abandoned their 
horses and continued on down the river 
together. They came first to the mouth of the 
Marias, where they dug up the cache of sup- 
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plies they had left there. They had hoped to 
refloat the red pirogue, which they had left 
there the previous summer, but it turned out 
to be too badly rotted to be of any use. The 
white pirogue was now the last remnant of the 
fleet that began the Corps of Discovery’s jour¬ 
ney up the Missouri. 

BACK ON THE MISSOURI 

On August 7 Lewis and his men arrived at the 
confluence of the Missouri and the Yellow¬ 
stone, but to their disappointment discov¬ 


ered that Clark was not there to meet them 
as planned. They found Clark’s note, or at 
least part of it, still attached to the elk antler. 
They kept going, eager to reunite the expedi¬ 
tion. But before they could do so, Lewis had 
another brush with death. On August 11 
Lewis and Cruzatte were off hunting when 
Lewis’s one-eyed companion mistook him 
for an elk and shot him in the buttocks. The 
wound was painful but not fatal. Lewis would 
travel most of the rest of the way down the 
Missouri lying on his stomach while his but¬ 
tocks healed. 


Mountain Men and the Fur Trade ^—= 

Manuel Lisa was one of the St. Louis merchants who did business with Meri¬ 
wether Lewis in the winter of 1803-04, and when the Corps of Discovery 
returned with stories of the wonders they had seen along the upper Missouri 
and the Yellowstone, he acted quickly. In 1807 he assembled an army of trap¬ 
pers, including several recruits from the Lewis and Clark expedition, and led 
them to the mouth of the Bighorn River in Montana. There they built a fortified 
fur trading establishment called Fort Raymond and started harvesting beaver 
furs. William Clark and the Chouteau brothers were investors in Lisa’s profitable 
Missouri Fur Company. 

Meanwhile New York merchant John Jacob Astor sponsored an expedition 
across the continent to the Columbia River in 1811, establishing Fort Astoria 
near its mouth on the Pacific. Fie organized a succession of profitable fur com¬ 
panies over the next decade and a half, building a trading empire that stretched 
from the Plains to the Rockies to China, where American furs found eager buy¬ 
ers. Astor became the nation’s wealthiest businessman, thanks to the western 
beaver. 

By the 1820s the western fur trappers were becoming popular heroes known 
as mountain men. Many of them, like John Colter, Jedediah Smith, and James 
Bridger passed into legend. While pursuing new trapping grounds, they came 
upon the geysers and hot springs of the Yellowstone region and the Great Salt 
Lake, and they developed the overland routes that tens of thousands of Ameri¬ 
can setttlers would eventually follow to Oregon and California. 

The triumph of the mountain men and the merchants who employed them 
came at a price. By the mid-i840S the western beaver population had been dev¬ 
astated by overharvesting, and the fur trade went into rapid decline. 
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The next day they met up with two white 
men, the first whites not in their party that 
they had seen since departing the Mandan vil¬ 
lage in April 1805. Joseph Dickson and Forest 
Hancock from Illinois had headed up the Mis¬ 
souri in August 1804 and spent two years 
hunting, trapping, and trading with the Indi¬ 
ans. Dickson and Hancock told Lewis that 
they had met Clark the previous day, who was 
camped just a little farther downriver. Later 
that day, August 12, Lewis and his party 
caught up with Clark’s group on the Missouri 
at a spot known as “Reunion Point,” six miles 


south of present-day Sanish, North Dakota. 
The Corps of Discovery, after many misadven¬ 
tures, was united and on its way home. 

On August 14 they reached the Mandan 
villages. There they said good-bye, not just to 
the Mandan, but to Charbonneau, Sacagawea, 
and Pomp as well. Clark paid Charbonneau 
some $500 for his services. In his own mind, 
Clark may have thought the money should 
have gone to someone else in Charbonneau’s 
family. A few days later he wrote a letter to 
Charbonneau, declaring, “Your woman who 
accompanied you that long dangerous and 
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fatigueing rout to the Pacific Ocian and back 
diserved a greater reward for her attention 
and services on that rout than we had in our 
power to give her.” 

Dickson and Hancock, the two Americans 
that Lewis and Clark had encountered a week 
earlier on the Missouri, joined them at the 
Mandan villages. They asked John Colter to 
come with them on a fur trapping trip up the 
Yellowstone River, and the captains gave their 
permission for Colter to depart. Though it left 
four of its members behind on August 17 
when it proceeded on down the Missouri, the 
Corps of Discovery had some additional com¬ 
panions for the rest of the trip. The Mandan 


chief Sheheke and his family came with them 
to travel to Washington to meet the new Great 
White Father, accompanied by Rene Jessaume 
and his family. 

As they continued down the river, they saw 
more familiar faces, welcoming the chance to 
renew their acquaintance with the Arikara 
and the Yankton Nakota, but angrily shouting 
at Black Buffalo and some of his Teton Lakota 
warriors when they saw them on the river- 
bank at the end of August. On September 4 
they interrupted their trip to pay their 
respects to Sergeant Floyd where they had left 
him buried on a hillside overlooking the Mis¬ 
souri. The familiar sights of the lower Missouri 


Given Up for Lost? —, 

The last time anyone in the United States had heard from the Corps of Discov¬ 
ery was when they sent the keeiboat down the Missouri from Fort Mandan in 
April 1805. Lewis had planned to send some of his men back later in 1805 with 
a further report on their progress along the upper Missouri but changed his 
mind. As months passed in summer and fall 1805 with no word from Lewis and 
Clark, rumors spread in the United States that the Corps of Discovery had all 
been killed or captured by hostile Indians or by Spanish authorities. In Decem¬ 
ber 1805 Jefferson’s friend Dr. Benjamin Smith Barton wrote to express his con¬ 
cern: “We are made uneasy here by a report, that Capt. Lewis and his party have 
been cut off. I hope this is not true.” 

So when the Corps of Discovery began to encounter other whites along the 
Missouri in September 12, they found themselves greeted as if they had 
returned from the dead. That day they met Robert McClellan, a former army 
scout who was now trading furs on the Missouri. McClellan was coming upriver 
in a keeiboat with Pierre Dorion and Joseph Gravelines, both of whom Lewis and 
Clark had met on the river in 1804 and employed as interpreters. Clark noted in 
his journal that McClellan had been asked by American officials to “make every 
enquirey [inquiry] after Capt. Lewis my self and the party ...” Sergeant Ordway 
reported in his journal that McClellan told them “that the people in general in 
the united States were concerned about us, as they had heard that we were all 
killed. Then again, they heard that the Spanyards had us in the mines . . .” 
Despite these fears, President Jefferson never gave up hope of Lewis and Clark’s 
eventual return. 
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Route of the Corps of Discovery, August 12-September 23, 1806 



WC % 

' Sk \ 1 ' i 

’-! 1 v? 




passed by rapidly, as they made progress up to 
50 miles a day, better than three times their 
average mileage heading up the river in 1804. 
And, unlike their earlier trip, they now found 
the Missouri crowded with other travelers; 
before they reached the river’s mouth they 
would encounter nearly 150 traders and trap¬ 
pers heading up the river. The Missouri was 
becoming a great highway into the Louisiana 
Territory, just as Jefferson had foreseen. They 


picked up news from the travelers, and they 
also happily replenished their stock of flour, 
sugar, whiskey, and tobacco. And Lewis’s 
wound was healing well; by September 9 Clark 
reported him all but fully recovered. 

On September 20 they saw some cows on 
the shoreline, “a joyfull Sight to the party . . .” 
Clark noted, since it meant they had reached 
the edge of white settlement. In the late after¬ 
noon on September 21, they arrived in St. 
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Charles, where they were cheered, fed, and 
sheltered by the inhabitants who had seen 
them off in May 1804. On September 22 they 
traveled on to the newly established Fort 
Bellefontaine, the first U.S. Army post (apart 
from their own temporary forts) located west 
of the Mississippi. Their brother officers 
received them with full military honors, 
including a salute fired from the fort’s guns. 

The great moment of triumph came the 
next day, September 23: They proceeded on 
down the Missouri to its very end, made a 
quick visit to their old camp across the Missis¬ 
sippi, and then sailed back across the river to 
St. Louis. The city’s inhabitants turned out on 
the shore and gave the Corps of Discovery 
three cheers as they came into view. The men 
clambered out of the white pirogue and the 


canoes and carried their supplies to a store¬ 
house. According to Sergeant Ordway, writing 
his last journal entry that day, the men 
“rejoiced” to find themselves safe and well at 
the end of the expedition, and with one com¬ 
mon thought in mind: “[W]e entend to return 
to our native homes to See our parents once 
more as we have been So long from them.” 

It had been two years, four months, and 10 
days since the Corps of Discovery set off in 
search of the Northwest Passage, a round-trip 
journey of roughly 8,000 miles. Lewis wrote to 
President Jefferson on September 23: “It is 
with pleasure that I anounce to you the safe 
arrival of myself and party at 12 Oclk.today.... 
In obedience to your orders we have peni- 
trated the Continent of North America to the 
Pacific Ocean. ...’’ 


PUTTIN 


Lewis and Clark and the men of the 
Corps of Discovery returned in tri¬ 
umph from their trip across North 
America, but it cannot be said that they all 
lived happily ever after—certainly not Lewis. 
At first, both captains enjoyed their new¬ 
found celebrity and its rewards. There were 
public celebrations, balls, and tributes in 
their honor, praise for them in the newspa¬ 
pers, important men who wanted to shake 
their hands, and significant financial re¬ 
wards. By special appropriation, Congress 
voted to offer Lewis $3,600 in back pay, which 
was a sizable sum of money in those days, 
plus 1,600 acres of western land, which could 
be redeemed for an additional $3,200. Jeffer¬ 
son appointed Lewis governor of the Upper 
Louisiana Territory, which brought not only a 
steady salary but the opportunity to get in 
on the ground floor as an investor in the 
lucrative fur-trading enterprises that would 
soon exploit his discoveries in the Far West. 
Lewis also expected to profit from the sales of 
his account of the expedition, as soon as he 


Epilogue 

g Their Names 
on the Map 

got around to rewriting the journals into a 
book. Clark reaped similar financial rewards, 
as well as an appointment as superintendent 
for Indian affairs for the Louisiana Territory, 
and as brigadier general of militia for the ter¬ 
ritory. In spring 1807, it seemed that both 
men, still in their 30s and in excellent health, 
enjoyed the prospect of long, honorable, and 
prosperous lives and careers stretching 
before them. 

ALONG AND 
HONORABLE CAREER 

For William Clark, that is the pretty much the 
way things turned out. His life remained 
closely bound to the territory he had 
explored. In 1813 he became the first gover¬ 
nor of the Missouri Territory. He remained an 
honored figure both in Missouri and through¬ 
out the United States, and he even enjoyed 
international celebrity. Foreign dignitaries 
such as the Marquis de Lafayette came to visit 
him in St. Louis. Clark’s private life proved as 
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This monument marks the grave of William Clark in 
St. Louis's Bellefontaine Cemetery, where he was 
buried after his long and successful post-expedition 
career. (Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs 
Division [HABS, MO,g6-SALU,84B-3]) 


much a success as his public career. In 
1808 he married Julia Hancock, the young 
woman also known as Judith for whom he 
named Judith’s River in Montana. It was a 
happy marriage, and they had five children. 
In addition, Clark and his wife adopted Saca- 
gawea’s son Jean Baptiste—“Pomp”—and 
raised him as their own. They later assumed 
guardianship of another child born to Saca- 
gawea and Charbonneau, daughter Lizette, 
as well as a boy, Toussaint, born to Charbon¬ 
neau and his other Shoshone wife. Clark 
lived in St. Louis to the end of his days in 
1838. He died in the home of his eldest 
son, Meriwether Lewis Clark, and was buried 
in St. Louis’s Bellefontaine Cemetery. The 
monument above his grave bears the inscrip¬ 
tion “His life is written in the History of 
His Country.” 

A LIFE CUT SHORT 

For Meriwether Lewis, things did not work 
out as happily. He proved an inept and 
unpopular governor of the Upper Louisiana 
Territory. He was unlucky in both love and 
business, beset by debt, and proved inca¬ 
pable of writing the account of the Corps of 
Discovery’s expedition that he hoped would 
secure his fame and fortune. Out of despair, 
he started drinking heavily again. En route to 
Washington in fall 1811, he was overcome by 
depression. On the night of October 11, 1809, 
Lewis took his own life while staying at an inn 
in the little community of Grinder’s Stand, 
Tennessee (southwest of Nashville). William 
Clark and Thomas Jefferson were grief- 
stricken to learn of Lewis’s fate, but neither 
were surprised. “I fear O! I fear the weight of 
his mind has overcome him,” Clark wrote on 
hearing the sad news. Lewis was buried near 
the inn where he had taken his life. The 
papers he carried with him en route to Wash- 
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ington, including the original field journals 
and maps of the Lewis and Clark expedition, 
were returned intact to Clark. 



Painted shortly after the Corps of Discovery’s 
return, this portrait of Lewis in an ermine coat and 
holding a gun depicts a self-confident, triumphant 
explorer, giving no hint of the desperation that 
would soon lead him to take his own life. 

(Collection of The New-York Historical Society) 


THE MANY PATHS OF 
THE CORPS OF DISCOVERY 

The lives of other members of the Corps of 
Discovery were equally varied in their out¬ 
comes. Sergeant Patrick Gass would outlive 
Lewis, Clark, and everyone else on the expedi¬ 
tion. A soldier in the War of 1812, he married 
at age 60, fathered six children, and lived on to 
1870, when he died near to his 99th year. Sev¬ 
eral expedition members came to violent 
ends. George Drouillard and John Potts were 
both killed by Lewis’s old foes, the Blackfeet, 
when they ventured back to Montana on fur¬ 
trapping expeditions, employed by Manuel 
Lisa’s Missouri Fur Company. John Colter 
almost shared their fate. He was captured by 
the Blackfeet in the same incident in which 
Potts was killed, but the Indians decided to 
give him a sporting chance before killing him. 
They took all his clothes and let him run for 
his life. Incredibly, his feet torn and bloody, he 
managed to outrun his pursuers. It took him 
seven days of running to reach the safety of 
Manuel Lisa’s fort on the Bighorn River, about 
200 miles from his starting point. He died a 
peaceful death in Missouri in 1813. George 
Shannon was another expedition member 
who had a close encounter with death, shot in 
the leg in a hostile encounter with the Arikara 
Indians in 1807 while on a military mission up 
the Missouri. Though he lost the leg to ampu¬ 
tation, he survived to become a lawyer and 
lived on to 1836. 

The fate of other members of the expedi¬ 
tion remains less certain. Some historical 
accounts report that York was given his free¬ 
dom by a grateful William Clark for serving in 
the Corps of Discovery. But other accounts, 
and Clark’s own letters, cast doubt on that 
particular happy ending. In one letter that 
Clark wrote to a brother in 1809, he com¬ 
plained about York’s insolence and men- 
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Found in a Montana county named after Lewis and Clark, Helena National Forest (shown here) is a place 
where visitors can fish in the Blackfoot and Missouri Rivers and hike along the Continental Divide National 
Scenic Trail like Lewis and Clark did over a century ago. (Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division 
[LC-USF34-065037-D]) 
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tioned casually that Clark “gave him a Severe 
trouncing the other Day and he has much 
mended.” 

As for Sacagawea, undoubtedly the most 
famous member of the Lewis and Clark ex¬ 
pedition after the captains themselves, 
there are widely varying accounts of her 
later life. Some believe that she moved back 
to the Rockies and lived to old age, dying in 
1884. The more likely account suggests that 
she died in December 1812 at Fort Manuel, a 
fur-trading post on the upper Missouri, 
shortly after bearing her second child. Her 
death was reported to Clark by an American 
fur trader, who called her “the best woman in 
the Fort.” 

The members of the Corps of Discovery 
died one by one, but their names lived on. 
Every single member of the expedition who 
traveled from Fort Mandan to the Pacific and 
back—including York (“York’s Dry Fork”), 
Sacagawea (“Bird Woman’s River”), and her 
infant son (“Pompy’s Tower”) had his or her 
name given to a river, an island, a bluff, or 
some other geographical feature the explor¬ 
ers encountered along the way. And in the 
two centuries that followed, people kept 
naming things after the explorers, as sug¬ 
gested by the names of the twin cities that lie 
near the confluence of the Clearwater and 
Snake Rivers, Lewiston, Idaho, and Clark- 
ston, Washington. Sacagawea may have more 
places named for her than either captain, 
though with many variations in spelling: 
There is a Sacajawea State Park in Washing¬ 
ton, a Lake Sakakawea in North Dakota, and 
a Sacagawea Spring in Montana. Larry 
McMurtry commented in a collection of 
essays on western history published in 2001 
and entitled Sacagawea’sNickname, “[T]here 
are probably at least one hundred motels up 
and down the Missouri River named for 
Sacagawea. . .” 
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THE WEST SINCE LEWIS 
AND CLARK’S DAY 

Much has changed in the landscape since 
Lewis and Clark’s day, as those Sacagawea 
motels would suggest. There are interstate 
highways where once there were only dusty 
or muddy tracks on the land. The rivers have 
changed too. As Lewis’s biographer Stephen 
Ambrose has written, “Today, Lewis and 
Clark would hardly recognize much of the 
Missouri River. The river is 127 miles shorter, 
one-third as wide, and far deeper and faster.” 
The Missouri has been transformed for 
much of its length by dams, levees, and reser¬ 
voirs. The Great Falls of the Missouri is no 
longer very great, as it is mostly covered by 
waters backed up from the Ryan dam. Many 
of Lewis and Clark’s campsites in eastern 
Montana now lie beneath the waters of the 
Fort Peck Reservoir; the site of Camp Fortu¬ 
nate now lies under the waters of the Clark 
Canyon Reservoir. There are also four dams 
along the stretch of the Columbia River 
explored by Lewis and Clark (and even more 
farther upstream), and they have tamed and 
drowned Celilo Falls, and the Short and Long 
Narrows, as well as severely curtailing the 
salmon run on the river. 

And yet there still are many places where 
visitors can see much the same view today 
as the one that greeted Lewis and Clark and 
the Corps of Discovery between 1804 and 
1806, including the view westward from 
Lemhi Pass, or southward from Ecola State 
Park on Tillamook Head on the Oregon coast, 
or pretty much anywhere along the Upper 
Missouri, stretching 149 miles eastward from 
Fort Benton and designated as a National 
Wild and Scenic River. 

The names of the Lewis and Clark expedi¬ 
tion live on, as do at least some of the scenes 
of visionary enchantment they were privi¬ 


leged to see. And so do their words. Lewis 
never produced his promised account of the 
expedition, and his failure to do so is a literary 
tragedy, because he proved himself in the 
journals a masterly writer. Clark found an¬ 
other writer to take on the task after Lewis’s 
death, Nicholas Biddle of Philadelphia, who 
later went on to a distinguished career as a 
banker. Biddle’s account, based on the jour¬ 
nals, came out in 1814 as The History of the 
Expedition under the Commands of Captains 
Lewis and Clark. The journals themselves, 
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contained in 18 red leatherbound notebooks, 
were deposited in the archives of the Ameri¬ 
can Philosophical Society in Philadelphia, 
where their existence was largely forgotten. 
Fortunately they survived nearly a century of 
neglect, and in 1904, on the expedition’s cen¬ 
tennial, a complete edition of the original 
journals was published, edited by Reuben 
Gold Thwaites of the Wisconsin State Histori¬ 
cal Society. In the years that followed, other 
documents from the expedition turned up at 
irregular intervals. Sergeant Ordway’s journal 


was not found until 1916; some of Clark’s field 
notes turned up only in 1953. The latest edi¬ 
tion of the expedition journals, including the 
writings of the enlisted men as well as the cap¬ 
tains, was edited by Gary Moulton in a 13-vol- 
ume edition that concluded publication in 
1999. 

THE PATH TO THE SEA 

Their names survive, their words survive, and 
so do their contributions in exploration and 





This photograph is a view of Tillamook Head as seen from Seaside, Oregon—the town that marks the end of 
the trail for the Corps of Discovery. (National Archives [NWDNS-79-OC-2]) 
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This sign, one of many along the route, marks the area where the expedition reached the end of its westward 
trail, in Seaside, Oregon. (Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division [LC-USF34-070422-D]) 


discovery. Lewis and Clark did not find the 
Northwest Passage. They accomplished 
something greater. At a dinner in Lewis’s 
honor held in Washington, D.C., in January 
1807, the poet Joel Barlow read a poem he 
had written for the occasion. Barlow hailed 


the guest of honor as a “young hero’’ who 
taught the nation “his path to the sea.’’ Amer¬ 
icans would have found that “path to the sea” 
in time, even without a Lewis and Clark expe¬ 
dition. In fact, they would soon find shorter 
and better routes to the Pacific than the tor- 
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tuous path that Lewis and Clark wound up 
following. What made Lewis and Clark true 
pathfinders was the impact they had on the 
American imagination. The journey of the 
Corps of Discovery established the destiny of 
the United States as a continental power, 


stretching from sea to sea. The West, that 
place existing largely as a blank spot on the 
map prior to 1804, became in the nation’s 
imagination the American West after 1806. 
People could go there and come back. It had 
been done. It could be done again. 



Glossary 


arid Dry, with little moisture. 

Bilious A medical condition thought to do 
with a malfunction of the liver, or the 
production of excess bile; a term also asso¬ 
ciated in the early 19th century with 
malaria. 

botany The branch of biology that deals 
with plant life. 

cache A hiding place in the ground for pro¬ 
visions. 

cartography The design and production of 
maps. 

chronometer An especially accurate time¬ 
keeper used to determine longitude, 
climate Weather conditions of a region, 
colic A pain in the stomach or bowels, 
commerce Trade, business, the interchange 
of goods. 

confluence A flowing together of two or 
more streams or rivers, 
continental divide High ground dividing 
river systems that flow into different 
oceans. 

corps An organized military body, 
council A group of people assembled for 
consultation or deliberation, 
court-martial A court that determines the 
fate of members of the military accused of 
violations of military law. 
dialect A branch of a common language. 


diplomacy The conduct of negotiations and 
other relations between separate states or 
nations. 

dram A small drink of liquor, 
dysentery An infectious stomach illness, 
empire A collection of nations or peoples 
ruled by a single powerful central govern¬ 
ment. 

epidemic A condition in which a single dis¬ 
ease spreads rapidly among a large number 
of people. 

espontoon (spontoon) An 18th-century in¬ 
fantry officer’s weapon; a spear-headed 
brace that could be used to steady a rifle for 
more accurate firing. Lewis and Clark used 
theirs as a walking stick, rifle rest, and 
weapon. 

estuary The part of the mouth of a river 
emptying into the ocean in which the 
river’s flow is affected by the ocean’s tides, 
ethnography The scientific description and 
study of various human cultures and races, 
headwaters The origin of a stream or river, 
interpreter Someone appointed to translate 
what is said from one language into another, 
keelboat A shallow freight boat used for 
river travel. 

latitude The angular distance north or 
south from the equator of a point on the 
Earth’s surface, measured on the meridian 
of the point. 
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longitude The angular distance east or west 
on the Earth’s surface, determined by the 
angle contained between the meridian of a 
particular place and the prime meridian in 
Greenwich, England. 

meridian A great circle of the Earth passing 
through the poles and any given point on 
the Earth’s surface. 

missionary A person sent to spread his or 
her religious faith to nonbelievers, often in 
another country. 

musket A smooth-bored, muzzle-loaded 
firearm; the standard infantry weapon of 
the 18th and early 19th century, 
naturalist Someone engaged in the study of 
natural history, such as zoology and botany, 
navigation The art or science of directing 
the course of a ship. 

paleontology The study of forms of life 
existing in former geological periods, as 
represented by fossil remains, 
pirogue A small wooden watercraft. Pirogue 
is a French word that in the Canadian fur 


trade was used to describe a large dugout 
canoe. Lewis and Clark’s “pirogues,” how¬ 
ever, seem to have been more on the order 
of a large, open lifeboat, flat-bottomed, 
with plank sides, and carrying a mast. 

plantation A farm or estate devoted to 
growing the kind of staple crops, such as 
cotton, rice, or tobacco, usually associated 
with warm climates. 

portage The act of carrying boats or goods 
from one navigable body of water to 
another, or the place where such things can 
be carried. 

sovereignty The supreme and independent 
authority of government to which others 
are subordinate. 

tributary A stream contributing its flow to a 
larger stream or body of water. 

watershed A high point of land dividing two 
river drainage areas. 

zoology The branch of the biological sci¬ 
ences that concerns the study of animals. 
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